PART ONE 


The Commentary of Marsilio Ficino 
to Plato’s Republic 



The Theme of the 
First Book of the Republic 


As the eye surpasses the hand, the head the feet, reason the senses, 
the soul the body, the end all that is directed towards the end, 
stillness movement, and eternity time, so the contemplative life is seen 
to surpass the active life. For contemplation is the beginning and end 
of action: it directs action as it wills and it brings action to a stop, 
commanding the lesser movements and external action to cease, so 
that the inner, steadfast and freer action may at length be controlled. 
Thus, from the very contemplation of God all the movements and 
actions of the heavens and of nature are guided as if from their incep¬ 
tion to their end. 

It is for this reason that our Plato surpasses all other founders of 
States and lawgivers in this respect at least, that while all the others, as 
human beings, have organised the State mainly for action, Plato, as if 
divine, guides the entire activity - both public and private - of the State 
mainly towards contemplation and establishes his State as the mistress 
of the world, not that it may be feared by many but rather that it may 
be reverenced by all peoples as the heavenly Jerusalem fully manifest 
on earth, a State from which all disputes concerning possession have 
been removed and all things are common to all in accordance with the 
law of nature. Abundance is universal, harmony is firmly established, 
the will of all is single, and thus the tranquillity needed for contem¬ 
plation is always readily available. 

Now he assembles the entire form of the ideal Republic within ten 
books, the number which is the most wholesome of all numbers, for it 
contains other numbers within itself and it reproduces other numbers 
endlessly from itself And, as he frequently declares in these books, 
especially in the second, he prefers us to record the entire discussion 
as a discussion about justice rather than about a Republic, teaching 
thereby, as I judge, that every situation and every action, both public 
and private, should be related not to abundance, not to power, and not 
to victory, but to justice herself For once all disturbances have been 
removed and all hindrances caused by disputes have been banished, 
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justice herself renders the citizens fully prepared for the investigation 
of truth and the worship of God. 

It is this kind of contemplation and worship that our Plato considers 
to be the specific aim of the Republic; so that, just as no one, whether 
living alone or in a community, can act without the law, in the same 
way many citizens, gathered together into the single body of the State 
by a common law, may fulfil this aim. Tinmens and Critias teach us, 
moreover, that before the great flooding of the lands Athens existed in 
a different form; and according to the Greeks and the Egyptians it was 
governed by laws similar to theirs. 

It was the goddess Pallas who founded Athens, nurtured it and 
taught it and gave it the form of a Republic which Plato describes in 
his books. But in the books of the Laws he composes the State on the 
model of the government of Crete, Sparta, and the new Attica, and he 
begins the work with God, the author of all laws. 

But let us return to what is in hand: he begins this State, too, 
with favourable auspices, the holy ceremonies of divine wisdom, 
the traditions and counsels of the elders, and the justice and holiness 
of religion. For after saying that to God should be rendered prayers 
and to every man his own, he begins with a discussion of private 
justice and will thus move, when it is appropriate, to public justice in 
its turn. Yet you are to remember that what is meant by Plato in these 
considerations is that without justice, divine and human, without 
the counsel of the elders, and without the grace of divine wisdom, 
no State can be happily established or, if established, be happily 
governed. 

Next, touching on the theme of the first book, I shall select, from a 
host of weighty precepts, a few essential ones. Restrained youth makes 
for an easy old age, unrestrained youth for a difficult old age. He who 
complies with the lusts of the body is undoubtedly a slave to frenzied 
tyrants. In old age, now that the disturbances which youth brings in its 
train have abated, the soul, being separated from the body, looks more 
closely and more openly upon things divine. Blamelessness alone 
offers the soul the best hope for the future, the only solace of life. The 
man of sound mind will deem that money is useful for this above all, 
that he may discharge whatever he has vowed to God or promised to 
man or owes in any other way, and that he may not be led, on account 
of poverty, to lie to anyone or to be deceitful in any matter. For money 
should be related to justice, while justice should be related to the 
reward of another life. 
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But before we pursue the discussion about justice, my advice is to 
consider individual matters that are dealt with allegorically by Plato. 
Firstly, the old man Cephalus, the ‘head’, provides the starting-point 
for the discussion. Secondly, Polemarchus is the chief, which is what 
his name means: that is, he is the first to enter the fray in a restrained 
manner. Thirdly, Thrasymachus, the ‘fierce fighter’, acts harshly. 
Socrates, however, the ‘powerful saviour’, rescues everyone every¬ 
where from error and from injustice. 

But leaving allegory for the commentaries, let us now proceed to the 
definition ofjustice. Simonides, Pittacus, and Bias are reported to have 
said that justice is speaking the truth and rendering to each his due. 
Some interpret this to mean simply disclosing the truth to anyone and 
restoring what you have taken. But Socrates rejects this on the grounds 
that the full truth should not be revealed to a madman, or weapons 
returned to him which he had left in your keeping while he was of 
sound mind. 

Others expound justice as giving to each what is meet for him: 
benefit to friends, but deprivation to enemies; assistance to the good, 
but harm to the wicked. Socrates rejects this definition, too, on the 
grounds that it is never right to harm anyone. For whoever harms 
anything makes it weaker and less fitting for its own work and 
detracts from its specific excellence, just as someone who harms a 
dog makes it unable to achieve canine excellence. But justice is the 
excellence of man, and so whoever harms a man makes him weaker in 
relation to justice. Yet justice never detracts from justice, just as music 
never destroys the work of music. This is why it is not just to harm 
anyone. 

At this point Thrasymachus raises an objection against Socrates, as 
many others do at other times, because he will never answer but 
always wishes to ask. However, you cannot be unaware that there are 
many reasons why Socrates is always in the habit of asking questions 
rather than giving instruction. 

The first reason is to remind the presumptuous that, whatever one’s 
age, it is better to learn than to teach. 

The second reason is to show that, by divine inspiration, truth 
is immediately showered upon minds which through appropriate 
questioning have been detached from the body and from errors, a 
situation which meets with the full approval of Avicenna. 

The third reason is to make it clear that the forms of things have 
been implanted in our souls, and it is through these forms that the 
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truth of things always suffuses souls which are turned towards them 
through the process of questioning. 

The fourth reason is to make it clear that human knowledge consists 
in negating what is false rather than in affirming what is true. 

The next definition of justice to be brought forward, similar to that 
of Callicles in Gorgias, is the one given by Thrasymachus, that what 
is just is what is advantageous to the more powerful; for those who 
are more powerful always exercise sovereignty, bring in laws that are 
advantageous to themselves, and rule over those that are subject to 
them; indeed, their subjects act justly when they obey those laws 
which have been established for the advantage of the rulers. Socrates 
opposes Thrasymachus, for how can a leader, through ignorance, 
prescribe those laws which will be to his own detriment? If a subject 
keeps those laws he will be just because he is obeying his lord, but 
he will also be unjust because he is acting to the disadvantage of his 
lord. 

He adds that when any art which is fully fledged and therefore 
without defect is dealing with objects or people it looks not to its own 
advantage but to the advantage of whatever has been entrusted to it, as 
can be seen with a tutor and his pupils, a doctor and those who are 
sick, or a helmsman and the sailors; and in the same way a rightful 
magistrate looks to the advantage of those who are subject. But if any 
art, such as the art of medicine, exacts a payment, it is not medicine 
(whose end is the healing of disease) insofar as it makes a profit, but it 
is entangled with gain and prostitution. The art of civil government, 
therefore, being the most complete of all the arts and thus suffering 
from no defect or meanness, undoubtedly governs without seeking 
any advantage for itself. 

I pass over what Thrasymachus rashly, and with some inconsistency, 
brings forward against justice. But you should note that it is not right 
for anyone to seek leadership or to solicit the magistracy. Again, if a 
State of good men ever exists, they will vie for the position of not 
ruling, in the same way that men nowadays strive out of a desire to 
rule. 

But there are three things to note now. The first is that evil men are 
not to be admitted to the magistracy. The second is that citizens who 
are not evil are not to be encouraged, by the inducement of some 
reward or honour, to shoulder the heavy burden of governing. The 
third is that upright men, who are not moved by greed or ambition, 
must not be summoned to the State merely at a time of danger or 
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fear, lest they themselves be subjected to the unjust government of 
worse men. 

The divine Plato understands that at any time the duty of governing 
the country must be undertaken voluntarily if it is to be just. But by 
the example of the most upright citizen he wishes to reprove the 
unjust arrogance of those who in any way seek the magistracy from 
ambition or go hunting for honours. But men become worthy of 
honours by having not the least care for them. 

He therefore wishes such an office to be undertaken voluntarily and 
at the same time to be necessary, so that the most upright man will 
most willingly take the helm of State, but he will do so only when 
necessity demands, and in the meantime he will prefer contemplation 
to action. Yet whenever the situation is urgent he will, to suit the 
occasion, put action on behalf of the public good before his personal 
contemplation. All of this can be very clearly understood from Plato’s 
letter to Archytas of Tarentum. 

After this comes the refutation of the tyrannical statement made by 
Thrasymachus, which allocates justice to the category of foolishness 
and evil, while allocating injustice to the category of wisdom and 
goodness. His statement is shown to be false on the grounds that every 
art is a sort of wisdom and that, in relation to those things concerning 
which it is wise, it is also good. However, a man who is skilled in any 
art does not seek more than another who is skilled in this art, but he 
seeks to obtain something equal or similar. Yet although he does not 
wish to rival the skilled man, he does wish to rise above the unskilled. 
But the unskilled man sometimes tries recklessly to arrogate to himself 
more than the skilled and the unskilled have together. 

Very similar to the skilled man is the just man, who wishes to have 
nothing more than another just man, but something - namely, virtue - 
more than the unjust man. On the other hand, the unjust man, like the 
unskilled man, strives to have more than the just and the wicked have 
together. 

The conclusion against Thrasymachus is that justice is to be referred 
to the category of wisdom and goodness, while injustice is to be 
referred to the category of folly and evil. Added to this is the fact that 
injustice is the cause of weakness for all people, since, in any society, 
injustice, begetting hatred and discord, completely undermines the 
society and finally destroys it. 

A society can hold together only to the extent that some just 
distribution is maintained. It therefore stands by justice and is 
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destroyed by injustice. Through justice it is a friend to itself and to 
others; through injustice it is an enemy to all. But the effects of justice 
and injustice upon a society are the same as their effects upon the 
soul: the just man is at harmony with himself, and he is a friend 
to himself, to all men, and to the gods; for the gods are most just, 
and thus it is not surprising that the just man is like them and is 
their friend. The unjust man, however, finds that his situation is the 
opposite in all respects. 

Moreover, everything has its specific way of working and needs a 
specific talent or faculty which allows it to function at its best and 
without which it cannot be effective. Therefore, since the soul has 
something specific to care for and govern, and much more importantly 
to keep alive, she requires her own specific power to fulfil these func¬ 
tions most efficiently; and if this be removed, she struggles. Now the 
virtue of the soul is justice, and injustice is her vice. And so it is 
through justice that she gives perfect care and government, and that 
she lives, and lives happily. But if justice be taken away, the reverse is 
true. 

Once these points have been stated, the first book concludes with a 
mild rebuke: although the definition and nature of justice should, of 
course, have been propounded earlier, what has happened so far is the 
opposite, as Socrates has followed those participating in the discussion 
and has, at the same time, while pursuing the debate according to well- 
known principles, taken into account the aptitude of those listening 
and has given due consideration to their capacity. 


The Theme of the 
Second Book of the Republic 


THE SECOND BOOK begins with the threefold division of good 
things. The Good is unchanging and should be sought. Now we seek 
something for its own sake when we look for pleasures and happiness. 
We seek something for the sake of something else when we look for 
anything that is toilsome. We seek something for its own sake and for 
something other when we look for knowledge and good health. 



THE THEME OF THE SECOND BOOK OF THE REPUBLIC 


Plato says that justice is to be sought for the sake of the others who 
benefit from it, and particularly for its own sake. But before a full 
definition of justice can be given, Glaucon pursues - at some length, 
with some fine distinctions, and with some restraint - those points 
which Thrasymachus passed over in his support of injustice. For he 
says - not because this is his view but because he wishes to spur 
Socrates into making a more vigorous defence of justice - that he is 
going to praise injustice. We find a similar situation in Gorgias. 

Then Adeimantus speaks in support of justice, attributing to it 
benefits both human and divine. Here you will mark some of the 
sacred mysteries of the poets. Next he brings forward certain things as 
evidence to support injustice, referring to the persons of Socrates and 
Thrasymachus, and adding that he himself does not wish to vilify 
injustice but wishes to provoke Socrates somehow or other. However, 
he wishes to hear justice praised, not for her external trappings but for 
her intrinsic nature, in ways that others have not followed. 

But you should take note that Plato has again put forward here 
many points relating to poets and priests; and not without good cause, 
for when he is mocking the superstitions of the people he shows that 
the licence to sin takes its rise frequently from poets and even more 
frequently from bad priests. Nor is it without some reason that Plato 
has introduced into these books, which are the dearest of all to him, 
the persons who are dearest to his heart: his brothers, Glaucon and 
Adeimantus, and his father, Ariston. 

Note, too, that throughout his life Socrates, setting aside external 
impressions, found nothing more worthy of contemplation than to 
inquire into the nature and activity of virtue and vice within the soul, 
as he will show, of his own accord and later when prompted, in 
relation to justice and injustice. 

But I myself have now acted most unjustly in failing to mention that 
reward of justice which is deduced from the thoughts of Musaeus and 
which he calls a state of constant inebriation. Musaeus himself 
received the idea from Orpheus, who expressed it through the sacred 
rites of Dionysus. It reminds us of the words of the prophet: I shall be 
drunk ‘with the fatness of thy house’. 

Drunkenness is thus of two kinds. The first kind is under the 
influence of the Moon and is caused by drinking the waters of Lethe, 
so that the mind, being put outside itself and beneath itself, forgets 
things divine and staggers about in the trammels of earthly things. 
The second kind is above the influence of the Moon and is caused 
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by a draught of nectar, so that the mind, being put outside itself 
and above itself, forgets mortal infirmities and in absorbing matters 
divine is dazzled by their primal brilliance; or rather, by savouring 
their taste, is taken out of its old ways by some unfamiliar warmth. But 
soon the mind sees clearly, enjoys wholesome tastes, and is properly 
nourished. 

Indeed, the divine Idea, by which the mind was made, penetrates 
the mind when it returns, as flavour penetrates taste. Its first action is 
to gently wash from the mind all that is foreign to it. Then it fills the 
mind completely, giving it greater delight by so doing. Its third action 
is to bring the mind back to itself, flooding it with inexpressible joy, 
when the mind first becomes intellect through the soul and finally 
becomes God through the intellect. And it no longer savours as it 
previously did, but it savours new things in a new way. And just as, in 
our experience, a strong imagination forms and moves the body, so 
in that realm the body together with its senses, being subject to the 
soul, is directly moved and shaped by the powerful action of the mind, 
so that body and senses are wondrously soothed by the ineffable 
sweetness of the mind. 

But let us now revert to the subject of justice. Socrates hunts for 
justice in one thing after another as the end and object of his dis¬ 
cussion, but because it is difficult to find it in the mind he looks for it 
first of all in the State, believing that it will be easier to see it there; 
and thus it is by reference to the State that he eventually defines, with 
clarity, the justice of the soul. Yet for him to be able to consider justice 
within the State, he formed the State at the outset, declaring at first the 
nature of its origin or corresponding need; then the nature of its 
substance or its necessary materials and arts; and finally its form or rule 
of life and its lawful government. 

And we can see the praise he allots to the temperate life, the life that 
is healthy and adequate, and the scorn he reserves for the life of pleas¬ 
ure and self-indulgence, the life of unhealthiness and enormous want, 
which spawns war and makes the presence of soldiers a necessity in a 
State of this kind. This is why, when he comes to the careful arrange¬ 
ments for military service, he is meticulous in his provision of what¬ 
ever is necessary for a vigorous soldier and guardian of the State. 

But in all these matters remember that it is impossible for any one 
person to be born equipped for a variety of functions, and that, for 
this reason, no single person should practise divergent professions, 
especially since the work done by one person may be hindered by the 
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work of another. Each person should rather practise a specific art from 
childhood and pursue it unceasingly throughout life. A soldier, 
furthermore, is born to be the guardian of his country, and he should 
be trained so that, like a dog, he is gentle towards those he knows, but 
towards those he does not know he is fierce, ever vigilant, and alert. 

Socrates is thus stating that the beginning of any undertaking is of 
the utmost importance, especially for those of tender years, when both 
aspects are easily moulded. This is why he is right to shape the soldiers 
of the future from their infancy, training their minds through music 
and their bodies through gymnastic. Music includes those stories of 
the poets which he carefully prescribes for the ears of children and 
which alone will, like games, inspire and instruct them in the military 
art. And in a similar way he directs that others become familiar, from 
their childhood, with those stories which are most conducive to their 
future occupation. All other stories he keeps far away from them. This 
is his most important directive. 

He then expresses his abhorrence of poetical impiety, which fabri¬ 
cates disgraceful stories about the gods, and he forbids tales of this type 
to be heard. 

He adds two aspects of theology. The first is that God is good in all 
respects and is the cause of good things only and never the cause of 
anything evil. If God punishes anyone, it is for the sake of the Good. 
The second aspect is that God is totally unchanging, for He is the full¬ 
ness of simplicity, power, excellence, and wisdom. And so he denies 
that God ever deceives anyone with untrue images, signs, or words. 
For God does not assume various forms, and since He does not change 
He does not feign change. 

Let us conclude this book with some golden statements. A lie is the 
most hateful of all things in the eyes of gods and men. If falsehood in 
speech is hateful and is an expression of falsehood in the mind, it is 
undoubtedly true that falsehood in the mind is extremely hateful in 
the sight of gods and men. This kind of falsehood is ignorance, which 
causes the mind to deceive itself about the truth of things. But since 
truth looks upon that which is said to be, while untruth deviates 
towards non-being, it follows that the further a man of lies falls into 
falsehood, the further he slips into nothingness. 
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The Theme of the 
Third Book of the Republic 


THE THIRD BOOK takes further the training of the guardians that 
was begun in the second book. And just as, in the second book, he 
forbade them to hear false or base things about the gods, so now 
he forbids them to hear words of tragedy about the inhabitants of the 
underworld, words which might make them somewhat apprehensive. 
He also forbids them to hear words of comedy which might provoke 
laughter on an immoderate scale; for the man who is frequently 
reduced to tears through excessive laughter becomes as soft as the man 
who is brought to tears through sorrow. But since the guardians are to 
be kept well away from cowardice as well as from intemperance, greed, 
and injustice, he also forbids them to hear poetical compositions 
which fabricate the lusts, ravages, and injustices allegedly perpetrated 
by gods, heroes, and great men. 

Now this military training is the same in all respects for all the 
citizens. 

Note here what he says about lying. Within a State lies are disas¬ 
trous, when individuals lie to each other, and particularly when they lie 
to the magistrates. This is equivalent to lies told by the sick to their 
doctor or by sailors to the helmsman. However, in the interests of 
general safety, helmsmen themselves are allowed to be deceitful on 
occasions; and purely to prevent very serious harm from befalling 
someone, it is right for one individual to lie to another. It is also 
permissible to speak, with due measure, about ancient events whose 
truth is unknown and to portray through images those things of which 
we have no clear-cut conception. 

He accordingly divides speech into three types: a simple account, a 
simple imitation, and a mixture of the two. But he condemns all talk 
which indiscriminately relates anything utterly worthless and throws a 
man into confusion. For anyone who industriously imitates something 
for a long time enters into its nature. This is why he directs the poet 
who gives harrowing portrayals of troubled souls, and who is thus 
harmful to the youth, to change his style and follow a pattern of 
steadiness, or else go far away from the city. He also says that the man 
who imitates or initiates a great number of things eventually falters in 
all of them, one by one, and becomes proficient in none of them. 
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Then he moves forward from the first kind of music, which is 
poetry, to the second kind, which he divides into three types: rhetoric, 
harmony, and rhythm. To begin with, he says that musicians give the 
name phthongus to that harmonious sound which is neither so low that 
the singer cannot go lower nor so high that the same singer cannot 
go higher. Then from such sounds he builds harmony, an agreeable 
measure achieved by an increase and decrease in the low notes, the 
high notes, and the intermediate notes. 

There are four notes under consideration: the high note, the low 
note, the rising note, and the falling note. Again, there are four primary 
proportions: the double, which arises between two and one; the 
sesquialteral, between three and two; the sesquitertial, between four 
and three; and the sesquioctaval, between nine and eight. The har¬ 
mony of the eighth note follows the double proportion; the harmony 
of the fifth note follows the sesquialteral; that of the fourth follows the 
sesquitertial; and finally the tone follows the sesquioctaval. But we 
have written more fully about these matters elsewhere. 

In the third place comes rhythm, a particular order of movement 
and time, as can be seen from the second book of the Laws. For when 
you have reconciled the notes through a harmonious measure of 
increase and decrease brought about by tightening and loosening, 
there is a need for rhythm, by which you can measure the movements 
and times of the high notes, the low notes, and the intermediate notes, 
each by itself and each in relation to the others. I am referring to 
movements which are gentler or brisker, as well as to those which are 
intermediate, and to times which are longer, shorter, and equal, with 
intonations that are also long, short, and intermediate. Note that ‘base’ 
is a different word, which, according to its context, can mean found¬ 
ation, seat, weight, development, or end. 

Consideration should also be given to the nine most common levels 
of harmony and disharmony. The first level is in reason, which is 
opinion in harmony with the actual truth of the matter. Its opposite 
is false opinion, which is contrary to the truth. The second level is in 
imagination: its harmony is the orderly pursuit of reason, while its 
disharmony is the pursuit of externals. The third level is in the mode 
of operation, which either follows reason in a restrained way or follows 
imagination without restraint. The fourth level is in speech, which is 
noble when it follows the true path of reason, and ignoble when it fol¬ 
lows the haphazard ways of the imagination. The fifth level is in song, 
whose harmony lies in imitating noble speech and whose disharmony 
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lies in imitating ignoble speech. The sixth level is in sound, which can 
imitate either the first kind of song or the second kind. The seventh 
level is in the dainty step or the clumsy step related to dance. The 
eighth level is in the disposition of the limbs and of the whole body, a 
disposition which is as pleasing to look at as it is ready for gymnastic 
exercise. The ninth level is in those skilful operations of any art which 
accord with musical proportion. 

These nine levels may remind you of the nine Muses. But remem¬ 
ber that the finest harmony of all is the tempering of the mind, a har¬ 
mony which is imitated by all those that follow and is enhanced when 
they are observed in their turn. This accounts for his directive that 
only those harmonies should be practised, heard, and observed which 
recall the steadfast condition of the mind which is not puffed up with 
pride, swept away by anger, softened and slackened by pleasure, broken 
by sorrow, or filled with complaints arising from affliction or want. 

He thus approves of harmony that is deep and steady, and he dis¬ 
approves of the extremes of vehemence and softness. He condemns 
complexity and praises simplicity before all else. He believes in partic¬ 
ular that harmony exercises power over the soul, for the soul is a kind 
of divine harmony and is attuned, at times, to the celestial harmony, as 
Plato might say. 

Again, the body consists of a kind of harmony, and it is by harmony 
that the spirit is given form. Moreover, the airy harmony of notes, 
which penetrates the airy spirit with its motion and conveys the 
emotion and soul of the singer, moves the emotion of the hearer by 
means of emotion, stirs the soul of the hearer by means of the soul, 
and is gradually instilled into his character. 

In all these matters notice the very great care, both civil and 
religious, with which Plato provides instruction for his State, and, as 
he also shows in the Statesman, the way in which he always combines 
temperance with courage. Finally, he considers erotic pleasures to be 
base and inharmonious, and this is why he keeps them quite distinct 
from rightful love, which always yearns only for what is beautiful and 
harmonious. 

He deals at length with music and gymnastic, for they are of the 
greatest importance: all men devote their energies to these two, and it 
is their duty to do so. For music wondrously strengthens and orders 
the mind and the spirit, while gymnastic does the same for the body in 
service of the mind. He adds that a good mind does not arise from a 
good body, but a good body is produced from a good mind. 
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He further adds that simple music enhances the health of the mind, 
while a simple diet promotes the health of the body; and, conversely, 
complex music and a complex diet are injurious to both. He says that 
when men lived temperate lives they had no need of physicians. He 
condemns narrow-minded ways of safeguarding the body as far as diet 
and treatments are concerned, and he says that if a State needs the 
painstaking care of doctors and judges this is a clear sign that it is badly 
organised. 

He speaks of the functions of the doctor and the judge; and he 
chooses for a judge a good and sensible old man with experience of 
many types of people both good and evil. He describes depravity as a 
kind of deprivation which knows neither itself nor virtue; and he 
speaks of virtue as a way of life which knows itself through itself and 
which, when acquaintance with situations is added to it, makes judge¬ 
ments about vices. 

It should always be remembered, however, that Plato confirms - not 
only in this dialogue but also in the Laws, the Statesman, and Protagoras 
- that there is nothing more needful to any man, especially to a public 
figure and a philosopher, than the bond which joins courage and 
temperance together as equal partners, so that, through courage the 
heights are sought, while through temperance the depths are not 
despised, and through the operation of them both you are never over¬ 
bold or over-fearful. 

Through courage, again, you will ward off injury both private and 
public, and through temperance you will yourself abstain from injury. 
Through courage you will be summoned to all that is honourable, and 
through temperance you will be restrained from all that is base. 

This is why he relates gymnastic and music to these two virtues, so 
that through the first may be acquired courage, mental rather than 
physical. He orders them to be blended together, since gymnastic in 
isolation begets ferocity, while music in isolation produces softness, 
and both together give rise to courage and temperance. 

Finally, from those who have received such training he selects the 
guardians, or magistrates, and the defenders, or soldiers. Those he 
wishes to be taken up for the magistracy are those who are elderly, 
well-balanced, and brave, lovers of the public weal, those who have 
proved themselves such in experience. 

Again, he directs the young men to be tested in the midst of pleas¬ 
ures and pains, in order to see whether or not they are temperate and 
courageous and whether, through deceits or threats or enticements, 
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they might at any time be persuaded to deviate from their view of pre¬ 
serving the public good. 

Lastly, he says that the temperaments of men are like different 
metals, gold being fit to govern, silver ready to be a soldier, and iron 
and bronze suitable for craftsmanship and agriculture. He decrees that 
individual talents be directed to those functions for which they are 
fitted; and thus the sons of the helmsmen should at times be directed 
to what is baser, in accordance with their talents, and the sons of the 
lower ranks should, in turn, be likewise directed to nobler functions. 

He also forbids the soldiers to have any private property: this is to 
ensure that they do not, through greed, change from guard-dogs into 
wolves. 



The Theme of the 
Fourth Book of the Republic 


in the fourth book we hear of the measure that is applied to 
ownership and to the State to ensure that there are no excessively rich 
citizens and no poor citizens. For he thinks that uprisings occur and 
the State is destroyed from excessive abundance as well as from 
scarcity. He considers, too, that there is no unity, but rather division, in 
a State where some are poor while others are rich; and, as usually 
happens, the rich despise the poor, and the poor feel envy and hatred 
for the rich. From here he moves cautiously to his secret teaching that 
all things are common: none has less than any other, and none has 
more, for the first situation breeds envy, lying, and theft, while the 
second spawns extravagance, haughtiness, and sloth. Furthermore, 
possessing too much or too little is an obstacle to good character and 
harmony, as well as to talent and the arts. He teaches that the State is 
protected and undertakes great enterprises, not on account of the rich 
but on account of virtue. 

Again, no part of the State is to be organised in such a way that it 
seems to be completely self-contained, but it is to be organised so that 
it contributes to all the parts and so that it works for the common 
welfare of the whole State. If it were otherwise, neither the State itself 
nor any of its parts could stand. 
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He further puts a measure on the growth of the State, so that it 
remains a single State; for at the first sign that the unity is in danger of 
being lost the State must not be allowed to expand any further. He 
therefore decrees that the State should be neither tiny nor vast, but 
middling in size, well-balanced, and harmonious, so that its unity is 
protected. 

But since the man who is careless at seed-time waits in vain for the 
harvest, Plato thinks that the whole focus of attention should be given 
to childhood and youth, as if sowing for a refined harvest; so that a 
careful reckoning is kept of all the words, games, and deeds of the boys 
and youths. If this stage of life is overlooked, all exertion in relation to 
everyday laws will be in vain, like the efforts to administer daily doses 
of drugs to someone who has no desire to observe any measure in 
moderating his life. At this point, remember that games gradually 
change into enthusiasms and ways of living. 

Again, just as a man who is robust by nature, sensible, and restrained 
in his ways never needs medicines, so a State which has been really 
well established from its inception and has continued within that 
framework has no need of numerous laws at the beginning and no 
need of incessant decrees thereafter. But bad States busy themselves in 
their daily administration with the promulgation of new laws and 
never prosper. This is why Plato gives no heed to laws in this best of 
States, for he trusts that the level-headed good men will be the living 
laws. 

But what of the sacred laws? He thinks that even less effort is called 
for here. For no one will ever understand why God should be 
worshipped until he has first understood God. But we cannot see the 
divine Sun unless the divine Sun reveals itself. He therefore thinks 
that the laws of religion should be sought from Apollo, that is, from 
the divine light, and that they should be requested not with the tongue 
but with a mind purified and calm. 

I leave out at this point the account of the oracles, for it is very 
well known. But the allegorical meaning is that Apollo, the divine 
light, is seated, or firmly present, at the centre of the earth, that is, at 
the heart of all things everywhere; he rests in the navel, that is, in 
the mind which is detached from the senses and is turned back to 
itself in the manner of the shape and movement of a sphere. Apollo, 
moreover, is like a father to all, being present and intimate and 
personal: a father to those being born, and finally a fatherland to those 
returning. 
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But once the State has been established, Plato recognises four 
virtues within it. In the guardians there is wisdom, the right 
knowledge of how to protect and how to take counsel together. In the 
soldiers there is courage, the firm resolve, despite enticements or 
threats, to be bold in defending their country when in danger, as far as 
the laws and the magistrates will determine. 

Temperance resides in the leaders, the soldiers, and the craftsmen 
alike: a common purpose to which all willingly subscribe and by which 
some give orders and others obey; and among those who obey there 
are some who obey in warfare and others who obey in the workplaces. 
This common purpose is not obstructed by any pleasures, for the 
desires of those who are lower are moderated by the decree and 
counsel of those who are higher. 

Justice, too, is within all, and by justice everyone fulfils his own 
work and function - the work for which he is best equipped by nature 
and enthusiasm - both publicly and privately, for the sake of the 
common good, and no one arrogates another’s function to himself. 

But when he calls temperance the harmony of the Diapason, under¬ 
stand him to mean the consonance of the Diapason which arises from 
the double ratio of tension, speed, and force in relation to that which 
is twice as relaxed, twice as slow, and twice as gentle. From this double 
ratio there arises the space between the high note, or eighth note, and 
the low note. And this is as it should be, because the first ratio is that 
of the double between two and one, and in this first ratio the number 
two, while seeming to exceed one, creates one anew and doubles it. 
Then, as two moves and turns upon itself, it produces eight, the three- 
dimensional number: for two times two times two makes eight. 

Now this is called the Diapason, ‘through all’; for such a harmony 
holds all within itself and is reproduced within all. And Plato’s words 
are not wide of the mark when he says that temperance, like the 
Diapason, includes the highest citizens as well as the lowest and 
the intermediate ones. For the octave contains the low note, the 
highest note, and the intermediate notes. But to return to justice: just 
as, within the harmony of the Diapason, the eighth note is in harmony 
with the low note, being its double, so, within a well-ordered State, the 
authority of temperance harmonises so fittingly with the strength of 
justice that these two virtues can hardly be distinguished one from the 
other. 

And see how appropriately Socrates moves from the Diapason har¬ 
mony of the eighth note to justice, which the followers of Pythagoras 
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relate to the number eight. For since justice is a totally equitable 
arrangement based on the merits of each person and is also the firm 
foundation of the State, it is right to speak of it in relation to the 
number eight. For this number is the first of the solids and also 
the first of all solids to break down into even numbers, that is, into two 
fours, so that this very quotient is likewise resolved equally into 
numbers which are also even, that is, two twos. And the equity which 
resolves this number is also the equity by which it is built up, for 
two times two times two gives eight, as we have said, which is the 
image of just equality. 

And so, whenever Orpheus wished to invoke divine justice, he took 
his oath on eight divinities: Fire, Water, Earth, Sky, Moon, Sun, Light, 
and Night. Again, it was well known, as Evander testifies, that on the 
Egyptian column which had been set up in honour of justice the 
names of eight divinities were incised: Saturn, Rhea, Osiris, Spirit, Sky, 
Earth, Night, and Day. Finally, the whole of antiquity thought that the 
pattern of celestial justice was displayed in the eight spheres. 

Socrates shows next that injustice brings quick ruin to a State when 
certain individuals, usurping what belongs to others, throw everything 
into confusion and chaos. Justice, on the other hand, is the order and 
protection of the State. 

So now he moves from the more obvious justice of the State to the 
less obvious justice which lies hidden, as it were, in the soul, and he 
divides the powers of the soul into three: reason, which represents the 
guardian; wrath, which stands for the soldier; and appetite, which 
reflects the craftsman. And he shows that within us there is a single 
soul in which those three powers naturally reside, distinct each from 
the others not according to position but according to quality. This 
refutes some of the loud-mouthed followers of Aristotle and may 
become clear to anyone who reads attentively. But he makes this 
distinction in order to show the close similarity between the soul and 
the State and between the justice of the one and the justice of the 
other. This is why he says that since the soul is unable, through a 
single power, to perform opposite actions simultaneously in relation 
to the same thing, it is necessary for the soul to have at least three 
powers. For indeed the soul may be drawn towards pleasure by 
appetite and simultaneously restrained by reason. It may shrink from 
battle on account of appetite and at the same time be spurred to the 
fight by wrath. From this it is clear that reason is different from 
appetite, while the force of wrath is also different from appetite and 


19 



WHEN PHILOSOPHERS RULE 


from reason; this is the case both in boys, who do not yet make use of 
reason but are boiling with wrath, and in others who perform many 
actions through wrath and in defiance of the law of reason. He shows 
that the force of wrath is closer to reason because outrage often serves 
reason in its opposition to appetite. 

He then concludes that justice, together with temperance, is a 
lawful harmony of the three parts which we have mentioned: the parts 
within each and every soul and the similar parts within a State. This 
harmony lies in governing, fulfilling, and obeying; and in carrying out 
one’s own duties and not usurping those of another. And it is not 
without good reason that to justice, the sister of temperance, he gives 
the name of harmony, which is made up of the high notes, the low 
notes, and the intermediate notes, which are related to the leaders and 
the merchants, with the soldiers coming between them. 

Then in order to give an answer to the question that was put a long 
time ago as to what justice and injustice beget within the soul, he says 
that virtue is the health, beauty, and strength of the soul, whereas vice 
is disease, ugliness, and weakness; for virtue orders and protects all 
the parts of the soul as nature decrees, while vice, on the other 
hand, throws the order of nature into confusion and chaos. But since 
it is better to die than to live when the nature of the body has been 
completely deformed, even if we are supplied with an abundance of 
external things, he concludes that the life of the man in whom the 
soul, by which we live, has been deformed by vice should be shunned 
by all as something wretched. 

Finally, at the very end of this book, he declares that the soul and 
the State which he has described are the best and the happiest: I 
mean the royal soul and the royal State as ordered by the queen, the 
reasoning power of man. He adds that government of this kind is 
called royal when one man, among many good men, clearly excels 
them all, and that the State of noble men, where most people seem to 
be equally excellent, is to be considered as such a government in all 
respects. He also indicates that in the next book he will distinguish 
in their order the four remaining characteristics both of souls and 
of States. 



THE THEME OF THE FIFTH BOOK OF THE REPUBLIC 


The Theme of the 
Fifth Book of the Republic 


I AM NOT UNAWARE that there will be some who are looking for an 
Apology from us, a defence of this fifth book, which proposes the 
common possession of all things within the State, against the false 
accusations levelled by slanderers as well as by the ignorant. But they 
should read Plato himself I beg them to read carefully and to judge 
without hostility. Then - I know what I am saying - they will require 
no Apology. 

Thus, when the Phoebean Plato, physician to the human race, 
observed that individual people, families, and States were universally 
suffering from serious chronic illnesses and that, despite all the 
medicaments of the State physicians who had been treating them in 
vain for such a long time, they were either not free of their diseases or 
perhaps there was just a slight alleviation or a slight improvement, he 
displayed wisdom and piety by having recourse to that law, highly 
regarded among physicians, by which the medical authorities ordain 
that if a patient shows no improvement after certain medicines, for 
example cold medicines, have been administered for a long time, it is 
right to resort eventually to warm medicines. 

Finding, therefore, that the human race, after countless ages, was 
deriving no benefit from laws which allowed private property and, 
indeed, was continually getting worse, Plato had recourse, and not 
without good reason, to the laws of friendship, which decree that all 
things should be common among friends, so that, with the removal of 
division and the cause of division and unhappiness, we might attain 
harmony, unity, and bliss. 

But let us make a new start. At the beginning of the fourth book 
Socrates, putting the training of the youth before all other laws, 
briefly hinted that this training would be best if wives, children, and 
property were held in common. But since this idea is strange to 
most people and unheard of by most, he is summoned right at the 
beginning of the fifth book to speak of it more fully and to justify it 
more substantially. Yet now, since you have learnt from Critias and 
Timaeus that a similar system had once obtained in the neighbourhood 
of Greek and Egyptian Athens, you will not be too shocked by it 
as something outlandish, or hear of it with mistrust as something 
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deeply troublesome, or accept it reluctantly as something that is not 
good. 

I pass over the many reports among the Bohemi that the city of 
Placa was once governed in a similar fashion. And what is more, 
Diodorus writes of an island towards the south of the Ocean in 
which wives, as well as all else, were in common and the people were 
enthusiastic students of philosophy and astrology. Pomponius Mela, 
too, is a witness that the Garamans tribe in distant parts of Africa had 
all things in common in their State. 

It has further been verified that there was a similar sharing of 
property among the Brahmin philosophers, the Gymnosophists, the 
Essaei, the followers of Pythagoras, and lastly among the saints who 
established the early Christian Republic. We also see in our own times 
that those religious people among whom there is no private property 
attain to virtue and happiness. 

But if the concept of wives in common troubles you, at least grant 
first of all that in Plato’s view that which adulterous priests commonly 
regard as sacrilegious is rightly enacted on the basis of law. Then, 
before you make a judgement, hear the noble words of Plato himself 
as he holds forth in support of his own cause. 

In what follows note firstly the providence displayed by Socrates in 
deeming that making an error in the establishment of laws is worse 
than manslaughter; for such an error, perpetuated for centuries, slays 
many souls as well as bodies. Then note the restraint, reluctance, and 
obligation with which difficult matters are tentatively approached. 
Observe, thirdly, the devotion with which he characteristically invokes 
divine assistance in serious matters. And to avoid making mistakes 
when establishing laws, he prays for help from the goddess Adrastea, 
to whom he has also referred in the Phaedrus. 

According to the ancient theologians, Adrastea is the all-powerful 
queen of inexorable laws, such as the Saturnian laws relating to 
minds and the Jovian laws relating to natures. I call Adrastea divine 
providence insofar as nothing can escape her eyes or slip through her 
hands. And it is not beside the point that when he wishes to establish 
the most steadfast of laws - laws which no forgetfulness can obliterate, 
no craftiness can deceive, no force can break, and none can avoid in 
any respect - he beseeches Adrastea, who ratifies the inevitable, that no 
one will be able to avoid them. 

Then he progresses step by step to the general training, moving 
from the organisation of the men to a similar organisation of the 
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women, ordaining that all pursuits - private and public, for peace and 
for war - be common for the women and the men alike, so that the 
human race does not become enfeebled; but with the proviso that in 
all matters the heavier tasks are to be entrusted to the men and the 
lighter tasks to the women. In the same way he teaches elsewhere that 
the two arms should be exercised so that everybody is skilful with both 
and can be called ambidextrous; he shows that this is both useful and 
possible and how it can be achieved. 

Then he brings in the common sharing of wives and children. 
And at this point mark the great foresight he displays in the order 
of priority with which he establishes the magistrates, the custodians of 
marriages, the sacred ceremonies, and the appointed seasons and ages, 
always ensuring that nothing is done immoderately or to the detriment 
of the State. 

And after the birth, see how carefully he considers the nurture of 
the new-born children, but in such a way that the man and the woman 
do not know their own child, while the children do not know their 
own parents, but all older people are obliged to consider all younger 
people as their children or grandchildren, and the younger ones, in 
their turn, look upon all their elders as their parents and likewise upon 
people of their own age as their brothers and sisters. 

When he gives no heed to the nurture of a child who has been born 
outside the law, whether it be to a useful person or to a useless person, 
you should understand that it is not a question of his being killed but 
of being nurtured more humbly in a somewhat secluded place or on 
the outskirts of the city, beyond the reach of those very precise regula¬ 
tions which govern the upbringing of those who are deemed suitable 
to become guardians: he is to be brought up on a lower system of 
regulation so that in due time he can be sent to attend to the less 
important duties of town or country; or perhaps he will be moved to 
another city soon after birth. 

You will soon come to appreciate the concept of love in common as 
he arranges everything in such a way that everyone, when shown the 
same thing or the same person, will make the same judgement and will 
say, ‘This is mine’. And since all are very fond of what is theirs, they 
will all take care of everything, especially as they are directed towards 
such care by the laws and the magistrates. In this way, therefore, our 
own lack of care, our own negligence, which we show towards all 
things, as if they were foreign to us, is removed. That perennial 
illusion is also removed by which our judgement is foolishly deceived 
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into cultivating that which we believe to be our own. In short, there is 
the removal of that extreme perturbation, anxiety, and wretchedness 
which oppresses us, coming, as it does, from our delirious love for our 
own possessions. 

I merely touch upon the fact that once the cause of discord has been 
removed, spiritual love will be universal and perfect. In the same way, 
mark how economical, just, and gentle the laws of war are which he 
promulgates, and mark the rewards which await the victors in the form 
of some kind of divinity; for he says that the victors are changed into 
the blessed spirits which care for mankind and which are to be duly 
honoured as beloved gods. 

But what is said about boys’ kisses is one of Glaucon’s jests and was 
spoken merely to relieve the feeling of heaviness. There is also a note 
of triumph and celebration. 

It remains to be shown that it is possible to achieve this common 
possession, once its excellence has been declared. Firstly therefore he 
shows that, even if it cannot be achieved, he has not introduced the 
subject to no avail, for it is the model to be followed as far as possible 
in the formation of a State. He then shows that it can be achieved only 
when philosophers rule and that until that time there will be no respite 
from evils. 

This is why he rightly moves on to the subject of shaping philo¬ 
sophers as future helmsmen of State, teaching us the nature of the 
ability, the disposition, and the training of a State Philosopher. Firstly, 
just as the people are eager and curious to perceive these lower objects 
of the senses, so the mind of the philosopher is equally inclined and 
keen to discover the ideal principles of all these things and is a shrewd 
hunter of truth itself. 

But since real things are Ideas, while natural things are the forms 
and images of Ideas, it is not without good reason that he says that the 
people are dreaming, for they think that images are real things. The 
philosopher, alone of all men, is awake. And since Plato posits a mean 
between being and non-being, remember that all things are to be 
considered in five levels. Pure non-being is described as something 
that is imagined to be beneath matter; but pure being, pure mind, 
and pure Idea exist. Soul and heaven are said to be both being and 
non-being, whereas matter has more non-being than being, and the 
things compounded by nature beneath the Moon are equally being 
and non-being. 

Knowledge focuses on those things which truly are, while ignorance 
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deals with those things which truly are not, and opinion turns about 
those things which equally are and are not. He ascribes ignorance and 
opinion to both the people and the Sophists, but he attributes under¬ 
standing or knowledge to the philosophers alone. 

Now when he calls knowledge and opinion a certain power, you 
should understand him to mean a power that is not without form, for 
it is endowed partly with natural form and partly with constitution. 
Moreover, when he treats of Ideas, to which the knowledge of 
the philosopher is related, he characteristically speaks of the Good, the 
Beautiful, and the Just. The number three is here expounded in three 
ways. According to the first way, the Good is God; the Beautiful is the 
multi-faceted angelic mind; and the Just is the celestial soul which 
apportions the things of the world in an equitable manner. According 
to the second way, the Good is the very form and act of the divine 
nature; the Beautiful is the intelligence of the divine nature; and 
the Just is the will of the divine nature. According to the third way, the 
Good, among Ideas, is the model of every form, act, and nature; 
the Beautiful is the model of the order which arises from every form 
and resonates within it; and the Just is the model of the order which 
every form and thing relate to other forms. 

But when he substitutes the evil for the Good, the foul for the 
Beautiful, and the unjust for the Just, take care to put these three as 
opposites within Ideas. Put them with the formlessness and deformity 
of matter, which in the book On Knowledge he calls the model that is 
devoid of divinity, and which in the Statesman he calls the place of 
dissimilarity; and put them in that soul, too, which is already deformed 
and completely turned towards matter. 

Finally, because the riddle of the eunuch touches upon something 
childish, here it is: A man who was not a man, seeing but not seeing, 
struck but did not strike, with a stone that was not a stone, a bird that 
was not a bird above a tree that was not a tree.’ The meaning is that a 
one-eyed eunuch struck with a pomegranate the wing of a bat above an 
elder-tree. But I know you will laugh at this, and it is a fitting means of 
arousing laughter. 
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The Theme of the 
Sixth Book of the Republic 


as all laws, even the best, are lifeless in the absence of truly upright 
magistrates, while the best magistrates, even without written laws, are 
themselves living laws, our Plato is right, as we have explained else¬ 
where, to take every care to train magistrates rather than to establish 
laws in his excellent State; and he takes great pains to do so not only 
from very early childhood but even from the time of conception, so 
that from selected seed and continuous nurture the best fruit might be 
obtained. 

But since he calls them guardians, and since it is very fitting for 
guardians to look to the future and to reflect, he selects for the task of 
guarding the human flock a temperament that is particularly philo¬ 
sophic and indubitably more clear-sighted than all others. Indeed, 
since it is only to the eyes of such a man that there is revealed that 
model of the Good itself and of justice in whose image the State may 
well be depicted with justice and happiness, it also behoves the 
guardian to be truthful, noble, restrained, courageous, just, magnan¬ 
imous, and gentle. 

Plato will demonstrate that these are also the qualities of the 
philosopher, so that he concludes, in brief, that the function of 
guardianship should be entrusted to the philosopher before all others. 
This is why he will first of all show that this is the nature of the 
philosopher; and then, because a noble nature that has not been 
properly nurtured is always useless and very frequently harmful, he 
will transmit the training needed to cultivate such a temperament. 

But prior to that he treats of the false and counterfeit philosopher 
who imitates the true philosopher; of the misuse of philosophy; and of 
the practice of philosophy which is eminently right for the man who 
will one day rule the State. 

Now he teaches that what is most fitting for a philosopher is 
constant love for truth itself in relation to matters eternal; and that for 
this reason falsehood and love of the temporal are more remote from 
the philosopher than anything else is. He further shows that the mind 
of the philosopher, in its search for truth, is separated from the body; 
that, through some affinity of its own, it is united with the divine 
mind; and that, through the patterns of Ideas implanted within it from 
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the beginning, it attains the Ideas themselves and from its contact with 
them it sheds light, so that it soon becomes more fertile in conceiving 
the truth and stronger in giving birth to the truth: in other words, 
through its conceptions it harmonises with Ideas in all places. But take 
note at this point that the act of understanding is called begetting and 
giving birth, as it is in the Symposium. This concurs with Christian 
theology and shows that within the mind are truth and a form which 
is natural as well as composed of images. 

In the same way he thinks that such a temperament is very rare and 
is innate in very few people, and even in those cases it is in need of 
many qualifications and is hampered by many obstacles. In particular, 
he thinks that it is distorted by what the crowd says and believes, and 
even more by what it does, as well as by riff-raff instructors who adapt 
their own life and speech to the mob in fawning adulation and pass 
a similar way of life on to their hearers. And see how apt Plato is in 
comparing the mob to a great brute and in comparing all States to 
ships which are ruled by sailors who are totally ignorant of seamanship 
and who laugh at a man who is accomplished in seafaring. 

Take note that any gifts of nature or fortune turn bad if neglected, 
and become totally worthless if badly tended. Note further that if 
occasionally, although very rarely, some great and absolutely upright 
man appears in a State that is badly organised, as Plato judges them all 
to be, this is ascribed to nothing less than divinity rather than to art 
or nature. 

But when he speaks of Momus, the god of censure, you should 
understand that Momus is the divine care which foresees what might 
have been censured in events if they had been different from what 
they are, and which therefore arranges all events so that they cannot be 
justifiably censured. 

He accordingly gives the reasons why slanders have been cast 
against the philosophers, with allegations that they are either evil or 
useless to the State. Firstly, many who are quite unsuited to the pursuit 
of philosophy on account of their distorted temperament and their 
paucity of judgement - though they have no shortage of ambition or 
greed - encroach upon philosophy and seize hold of her, and from 
their contact with her they generate opinions which are spurious and 
derisory. They dishonour the practice of philosophy with their ways. 
Secondly, any who are born to study philosophy are quickly misled 
by unsound training and practices; or, if they manage to keep their 
character intact, are not given suitable levels of training; or, when they 
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are trained, are not admitted to the State, or, rather, they themselves 
have no wish to plunge into the sea of public affairs, fearing inevitable 
dangers and having no hope that they will be able to benefit the State 
with sound advice when surrounded by corrupt men. 

Among other topics, notice the storms of the active life, the 
calmness of the contemplative life, the exalted mind of the philo¬ 
sopher, his contempt of all that is mortal, his pursuit of what is divine, 
and a system for giving instruction according to the different stages of 
life. He instructs the philosopher and the citizen on exactly identical 
principles, and there is no harm in this; for he declares in the Statesman 
and the Sophist that the princely man, the civilian, and the philosopher 
are one and the same person. 

But he shows that two qualities which very seldom occur together 
in human beings need to co-exist in the same man: a nature that is 
keen-witted, good at contemplation, and burning with eagerness for 
the truth, and a nature that is serious, vigorous in action, and able to 
make provision for the public welfare. A man with such a disposition 
will endure through all the steps of training, as will be made clear in 
the seventh book. Plato also orders him to be practised in all the activ¬ 
ities of city life and to be thoroughly tried and tested, as gold is by fire, 
in the midst of pleasures, sorrows, toils, and dangers, before the helm 
of State is entrusted to him. 

But Plato judges that first and foremost this man needs the 
knowledge of the Good itself, which is the most important knowledge 
of all, and he states that just as the possession of anything without the 
possession of the Good is useless, so the knowledge of all things and of 
all arts is totally useless without the understanding of the Good itself, 
and that no citizen can properly direct anything, private or public, 
towards the Good unless he knows, through reason, what the Good is. 

Although the knowledge of this divine Good may seem to a fol¬ 
lower of Aristotle to be unnecessary for men’s characters in governing 
a State, it is in fact necessary for the very act of governing, by means of 
which, as Plato says earlier, efforts should be made to render the 
citizens and their friends like unto God. He further adds that, in 
relation to the need to organise all good things by reference to the 
Good itself, the helmsman is blind and is led to do this fortuitously 
unless he has discerned the primal form of the Good, the model and 
cause of all that is good. 

But in order to be aware that Aristotle in his Ethics is jesting with the 
Idea of the Good in opposition to Plato, you should read Plato’s words 
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with the utmost care, and then you will clearly see that the Idea of the 
Good is not this or that type, is not here or there, but is the abundance 
of the highest Divinity, pervading all things with its power, its sweet¬ 
ness, and its wholesomeness. 

He says that its image in the visible world is the visible Sun, which 
likewise diffuses its powers through all things. But Plato thinks that, 
prior to this Sun which we see, there is another Sun, the primal image 
of God the Father: the true Son. He speaks of the sons of the Good in 
order that you may contemplate, above this visible son with the nature 
of an image, the invisible archetype. 

We read of this Father and Son in Plato’s letter to Hermias; and 
Philo, a follower of Plato, speaks of this in his book on Causes when he 
says: 

‘The effort should be made principally to rise up to being itself, of 
which it is said, “I AM THAT I AM”, or at least to its image and most 
sacred principle, the first-born Word.’ 

Through this principle and word all things are made, according to 
Heraclitus and Plato. Amelius, another follower of Plato, declares the 
same and bases his words on the testimony of St John the Evangelist. 
Plato makes the same solemn declaration in his Epinomis. And 
although some of his followers, particularly Julian in his book On the 
Sun, make a distinction of substance, in the manner of the Arians, 
between God, the Son of God the Father, and the Father Himself, 
Julian’s teacher, Iamblichus, puts forward the Mysteries of the 
Egyptians, in which there is one principle for the Father and a 
different principle for the Son, although the substance seems to be 
the same. 

But hear the Mystery. The first God is also the one Father of the first 
God, whom He begot whilst remaining in the single unity of Himself. 
But He is the model of the Son, who is named Son of Himself, Father 
of Himself, and sole Father, God who is truly good. For He is the 
source of Ideas, and from this undoubtedly single source the self- 
sufficient God has unfolded Himself into light. This is why He is 
called self-sufficient and Father to Himself, for He is the beginning, 
God of Gods, the One from the One, above all essence, and the 
beginning of essence. Iamblichus bears witness that this Mystery is 
of Hermes. 

But at this point Plato briefly indicates in what way the Good Itself 
is above desire and character and wisdom. It is above desire, because 
if desire itself were the Good Itself no desire would be evil or harmful. 
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It is above character, because many people think that they have a 
good character if they appear to have a good character; but because 
they consider the true to be the Good they do not seek to possess 
it through opinion but through the thing itself. It is also above 
knowledge, because you do not desire to know random things or 
to know them in a random way, but you desire to know good things 
and to know them well; otherwise you are rejecting knowledge or 
disregarding it. 

Nor should you say that the Good Itself is the knowledge of the 
Good, for then you would be foolishly defining something by itself. 
Again, it is above the intellect, for the intellect strives hard to attain the 
Good, but the Good Itself never seeks the Good. It is also above truth, 
for the more you judge something to be good the more you choose 
it; but you prefer disease and deprivation, which are less true, to 
something that is more true. Finally, it is above being, for in order 
to be well you need to be. But in the Theology we speak more fully of 
these matters and of how it is by the light of the Good Itself that the 
intellect perceives all that is true. 

Next comes the differentiation of things into two kinds, the visible 
and the invisible; and each of these is divided into two, the prior and 
the subsequent; and there is a similar differentiation with human 
perception. In these matters he follows Brontinus and Archytas, but he 
expounds such subjects more fully and more felicitously than they do. 


The Theme of the 
Seventh Book of the Republic 


THE WISE, being endowed with divine qualities, make every effort to 
turn the whole focus of their mind from the earthly to the celestial, 
from the moving to the still, and from what is perceived through the 
senses to that which transcends the senses. Holding that the organis¬ 
ation of the cosmos is one, that it is marvellously ordered, but that it 
cannot be made from itself, since it is composed of diverse elements 
and is subject to change, they are right to recognise that it depends on 
that, I mean on another One, which abounds in wisdom and which 
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composes a single work from many elements, puts it into wise order 
universally and rules it with might: this vast complex work, which 
revolves with a movement that is perpetual and very fast but not 
erratic. This One also shows the greatest benevolence in guiding all 
things towards the Good with wonderful appropriateness and smooth 
ease. 

This is why they all agreed, through a common conception, that 
God is the one King of creation - powerful, wise, and merciful - 
whom earthly kings and rulers of State should strive to imitate. After 
this common conception of God they began to set out, quite openly 
and quite close together, along twin pathways to God: the pathway of 
negating and the pathway of relating. For by the first pathway they 
discussed what the Good Itself, by which they meant God, is not, and 
thus they showed that it is nothing that is perceived through the senses 
and nothing that is understood by the mind. By the second pathway, 
however, they related creatures to a Creator and, conversely, a Creator 
to creatures; and they pondered on how a Creator might make and 
perfect all things and how creatures might be related to the Creator or 
be able to imitate or attain the Creator. 

In Parmenides Plato shows what he confirms in Book Six, namely, 
that the mind of the student of philosophy proceeds thus far, and 
Dionysius the Areopagite, too, gives this his fullest approval: proceeds 
thus far, I say, by a ray of light imparted just once to the mind at the 
beginning and by the approaching light which constantly illumines 
minds with divine blessings. But, as Plato shows both in Parmenides 
and here, no one can understand through such pathways what the 
Good in itself actually is: the divine substance. Along these pathways 
one can merely reach the point at which the divine Good, through its 
kindly grace alone, shapes with its own radiance its ever-approaching 
lover, cherishes him with its warmth, and through its power trans¬ 
forms his mind, which finally knows God once it has become God. 
This is what Plato also indicates in his letters. 

But only after the philosopher has contemplated God, who rules the 
heavens, will he, and he alone, be able to rule the earth in god-like 
fashion. On this subject Plato praises Minos, who sought laws from 
Jupiter through contemplation before proclaiming them to the people. 
I merely mention the great praise that many bestow on Scipio because 
he came before the State with Jupiter as his teacher. What shall I say of 
Numa Pompilius, who governed the State with religious laws? And 
did not the Mosaic laws, by which the people of God were divinely 
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governed, reach men through the instruction of God Himself? This 
is why Aristoxenus gives an account of the mysteries of the Hindu 
philosophers, which record that without divine rule, a rule revealed 
by God, nothing private or public can ever be rightly and happily 
administered. 

But since this is what the Egyptians found, they entrusted the helm 
of rule to philosophers alone, indeed to master philosophers who were 
also holy men. And they were so convinced that nothing could be 
happily managed without divine help that they inaugurated all public 
undertakings with rites and prayers. As Iamblichus reports, their 
assertion that nothing could be understood without divine inspiration 
was so strongly held that all their philosophical books were attributed 
to the name of the god Hermes, as if they were the works of God 
rather than of men. This is what Timaeus means when it says that 
philosophy is a divine gift. In Protagoras and the Statesman Plato also 
teaches that experience in civic affairs is a divine gift. 

But let us return to the seventh book. Plato does not allow anyone 
to govern his State except the man known to have received both of 
these gifts through some divine quality and divine training, the man 
whom he always calls the rightful citizen and philosopher. But why 
does he say that a divine gift is essential for this? Leaving other reasons 
aside for the moment, I say that since it is very difficult for anyone to 
govern himself happily, it is certainly impossible without God, the 
author of happiness, ever to provide a happy organisation for a State, 
which is made up of so many diverse elements and which is daily at 
the mercy of so many mishaps. 

Hence it has come about that all States have acknowledged a deity 
of their own as their protector or patron. Plato sees the representative 
and interpreter of this deity as the ruler of the State, who, acting for 
the deity, contemplates the divine and thus provides for the human. 
For this reason he drives far away from the State all bad men, who 
seem to be completely devoid of the divine gift. He accepts good men 
only; yet not all good men, for those who are ignorant of theology 
he calls blind dreamers, similar to those who take the images of things 
for the things themselves, and he considers it foolish to entrust the 
protection of the State to blind dreamers. But even theologians who 
have as yet no practical experience of human affairs he does not allow 
to manage public matters until he has first made them accustomed 
to dealing with private and less serious concerns. He here concludes 
that the magistracy should be given to no one whose life does not 
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excel the magistracy and who neither seeks nor even desires the 
magistracy. 

Now when Plato, in training the civic philosopher, puts forward the 
image of the cave, the chains, the light, the shadows, and the water, 
you should understand that the cave is this visible world when 
compared to the invisible world; the chains symbolise the human 
body, or rather the agitation which binds the soul to the body; the 
shadows are all those things which activate the senses, for such things 
are the shadows of the real things, the Ideas. His statement that the 
soul cannot quickly move down from the invisible world to the visible 
world, or rise up again, without suffering pain can be understood in 
two ways, according to the Platonic tradition: firstly, in this life, when 
a move is made, without intermediary, from the usual pursuit of what 
is human to the highest pursuit of what is divine, and also when the 
reverse move is made; and secondly, when the move is made between 
this life and the next, that is, when the soul, even if impure, moves 
from the shadow of the body to the divine light, where it is quite 
dazzled and tormented, or when the soul, coming down from the 
divine light into a body composed of elements, is blind and troubled 
for a long time. 

But remember that it is the property of light to make and reveal 
everything, and remember that light is threefold: divine, intellectual, 
and visible. The divine light is called the Sun of the other two Suns; 
the intellectual light is called the angelic Sun, the Sun of the universal 
Sun; and lastly, the visible light is the Sun in the heavens and its 
effulgence. But just as the effulgence from the celestial Sun, being 
diffused throughout all things, is the image and activity of the Sun, so 
the light which is within the Sun is the image and activity of the 
angelic mind. Then the light within the angelic mind is the activity and 
image of the divine light. And just as visible light is received only in a 
transparent nature, so invisible light is received in a perspicacious 
nature. 

Julian the Platonist, writing of these three Suns in his book On the 
Sun, adds, from the theology of the Phoenicians, that visible light is a 
continuous activity of the divine and angelic intelligence flashing out 
to the eyes through the solar aperture and being diffused thence 
through transparent materials everywhere, which seem to be compat¬ 
ible with it. However that may be, have no doubt that that light is not 
a body, for it penetrates bodies without imparting hurt or stain; and it 
does not become a specific quality of the compound body, for, if it 
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were to, it would need its own warm or cold quality from the ele¬ 
ments, a quality prior to it which it would assume, and when the Sun 
in due time receded, the light would remain in the transparent body 
Again, it is not confined to a specific measure, for it does not arrive at 
a particular time or illumine one part now and another part later. 

Furthermore, light can fill a vast space without being dissipated 
and, on the other hand, it can enter a confined space in an instant 
without harming itself or the container. And it is not in fact corporeal, 
but it is the medium between the incorporeal and the corporeal and it 
is undoubtedly the special quality of the heavens, whose nature is as 
close to the incorporeal as it is possible to be. 

Light is also transmitted to the elements provided that they are 
transparent, and it is their very transparency which makes them like 
unto the heavens. To what is transparent, light is transmitted first, and 
then heat; to what is opaque, heat is transmitted first, but light is not 
transmitted until what is opaque is restored to a transparent state 
through the operation of heat. Light, however, does not pour into 
opaque bodies in which an earthy condition predominates: not 
because it is unable to penetrate them, since it can penetrate glass, 
which is denser than many opaque bodies, but because the earthy 
condition, which is quite alien to the nature of the heavens, cannot 
contain its heavenly quality. Yet it does transmit heat to opaque bodies, 
as I have said, since heat is not so fully a property of the heavens as 
light is. For it is because they shine that the heavens give heat. 

But the light which is diffused by the heavens upon the transparent 
bodies of our world should be called the image of the Sun. This is clear 
from the fact that it is the general and the specific origin of all images. 
For images of things arise from the radiance of this light, and this light 
is such a potent image that it is manifest not only when it rebounds 
from a reflective body but also when it springs forth from the Sun, 
because it is not compatible with any other images. However, they are 
all incorporeal, since they pervade everything in an instant, and there 
can be many at the same point without any disorder. 

Thus light is incorporeal, and its nature is perfected by its power. 
Remember that in the same way a ray of the Sun carries with it the 
activity of radiance and the force of heat; through radiance, brightness 
is given back to the divine and angelic intelligence, while through heat 
are conveyed both the disposition of will and the love which pertain 
to the divine and angelic intelligence. But since the powers above, 
like craftsmen, carry out their work through will rather than through 
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intelligence, it is right for this visible ray, which flows forth from their 
invisible ray, to act through heat, rather than through radiance, in pro¬ 
ducing all that is produced. But, of course, it does act through radiance 
to produce the airy images of things, and through heat to produce 
physical qualities. And so this heat depends on radiance, just as all 
things are ideally portrayed through the intellect, whereas it is through 
the disposition arising therefrom that all things are begotten. 

Let us then heed the warning that the earthly nature is not receptive 
to celestial light and let us drive far from us all earthly tendencies, so 
that we may be filled with divine light. And if the last body does not 
accept the light of the first, unless it is warmed and made similar to it, 
there is nothing for it but to burn with the love of the last mind before 
burning with the love of the first mind, so that, being purified by love 
and being made similar, we may then shine like deities and rejoice in 
the fullness of light. 

But let us touch on the remaining points in the seventh book. Since, 
as we have said, light is thus threefold - visible; intellectual and 
transcending sight; divine and transcending the intellect - Plato here 
speaks of light at three levels: light in the cave, light by night, and light 
by day. He also makes a threefold reference to water - water in the 
cave, water at night, and water by day - for just as light makes and 
reveals all things, so water washes and reflects all things. By means 
of the first Plato signifies character, and by means of the second he 
indicates contemplation. And he traces both of them through three 
levels. 

Of course, through moral training there is a threefold process of 
washing and purification: firstly, pruning the less important activities 
by means of the civil virtues; secondly, rooting them out by means 
of the purifying virtues; and thirdly, fully tempering the important 
activities through the virtues of the newly purified mind. 

From here the move is made, particularly through contemplation, to 
the model virtues which are in God. There are also three levels of 
contemplation, which the water that is mentioned three times symbol¬ 
ises, insofar as it denotes intelligence by reflecting the images. For 
things divine seem, as I have said, to be reflected in three waters. They 
are firstly reflected indistinctly in physical laws, then more clearly 
in mathematical laws, and thirdly, with total clarity, in the perfect 
principles of metaphysics. 

Plato says that physical forms are material through and through, 
because they require both general and specific matter and they cannot 
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be conceived without it, while mathematical forms are less material 
because they do not require specific matter: they require general 
matter, as is the case with measurements, or none at all, as is the case 
with numbers; and it is permissible to conceive of them without 
matter. Finally, he considers divine forms as completely immaterial 
and as true things whose images are the mathematical forms and 
whose shadows are natural things. This is a Pythagorean mystery. 

And so, when he observes that Thales, Democritus, and Anaxagoras 
were as careless in divine matters as they were careful in natural 
matters, whereas Pherecydes and Pythagoras, as well as the followers 
of Pythagoras, were all leading mathematicians and, at the same time, 
the greatest theologians, conducting themselves like gods, he rightly 
came to the conclusion, partly through reason and partly through 
experience, that the painstaking pursuit of natural forms is very 
frequently responsible for turning the mind away from the divine. 

This is why Solomon judged this to be the worst of occupations, 
and those who are excessively immersed in it to be wretched. In the 
Phaedo Socrates calls down a curse upon such men, who, I say, go to a 
great deal of trouble to relate the causes of natural effects purely to 
some elemental qualities and thus come to a halt in such a beginning 
and such an end, failing to search out the supreme beginning and the 
supreme end of the universe. 

For this reason, when the seventh book guides the soul to the 
highest Good and to the Sun, that is, to God, and to the divine Ideas, 
which are like stars, and does all this in convenient steps, it makes no 
mention of natural skill during the ascent itself; but it concentrates on 
certain mathematical steps which lead without any difficulty towards 
the divine world. Two of these steps are pure, for arithmetic deals with 
pure numbers, and geometry with pure measurements. But three 
of the steps are mixed, for to the numbers music adds notes and 
movements which pertain particularly to the realm of hearing, while 
stereometry adds weights to the measurements, and astronomy 
measures the celestial spheres and their movements with numbers and 
dimensions. 

However, Plato makes use of natural skill in the descent rather 
than in the ascent, and this is what he frequently teaches in the 
Timaeus, the Philebus, and Parmenides, and in other places, too. For it 
is in the descent through the divine causes of the natural world that he 
wishes natural principles to be demonstrated; but he thinks that in the 
ascent the anxious care for what is natural, a care that is far removed 
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from things divine, turns the soul away from them rather than towards 
them. 

Now he attributes no value at all to any actions - even if they seem 
to be most honourable - unless they lead to the imitation and attain¬ 
ment of the divine Good. He likewise gives no heed to any reflections 
unless they are propitious for discovering the divine Good, and he 
even rejects them if there is any possibility that they will turn us away 
from it. 

And so he sees the entire study of philosophy as a movement from 
the perceptible to the intelligible and an ascent to the Good Itself, 
which is the supreme light of the intelligible realm. He says that just as 
sight is related to the highest of all that is visible, that is, to the Sun, so 
the intellect is related to the supreme light of all that is intelligible, that 
is, to God. Thus, just as the Sun begets the eye and in the process of 
begetting bestows the power to see and continually makes the activity 
of seeing available to what has been begotten, so God creates the 
intellect and in the process of creating bestows the power to under¬ 
stand and continually makes the activity of understanding available to 
what has been created. 

Again, just as in relation to the eye no skill is needed except that of 
keeping it clean and turning it, so in relation to the intellect philosophy 
provides two things only, by cleansing it of disturbances and of false 
opinions and by turning it, through principles and exhortations, away 
from perceptible forms and towards the intellectual forms which are 
implanted within us; next, by means of these intellectual forms, 
towards the intelligible forms, the Ideas; and then, by means of Ideas, 
towards the divine mind by which the Ideas are embraced; and finally, 
from the divine mind to the divine Good, the principle and the light 
of Ideas. 

Thus, when he says that the soul is raised from the lamp to the 
Moon, and from the Moon to the Sun, he means that it is raised from 
the natural forms to the mathematical forms, and finally from the 
mathematical forms to the divine forms, not by a process of teaching 
- for, as he tells us in his letters, divine matters cannot be taught - but 
by a process of cleansing and turning. For once this process is 
completed, then just as the Sun, which is the light of all that is visible, 
reveals to the eye all that is visible, so the Good itself, which is the light 
of all that is intelligible, reveals to the understanding all that may be 
understood. But there is much more on these matters in our Theology. 
And so no one should be surprised that Plato seldom makes use of the 
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didactic method of writing, but always employs a method that is 
purifying and exhortatory, that is, one which has the power to re-direct 
the soul. 

Note next that of all perceptible things those have the greatest 
power to awaken the intelligence which are not clearly distinguished 
from their opposites by means of the senses, and for this reason they 
require a discriminating intelligence. He says further that numbers are 
not corporeal, since number is nothing other than unity repeated. But 
unity is not a body, for it cannot be divided into parts, or if one can 
imagine it being divided, it is not cut but rather multiplied; multiplied, 
I say, into itself and not into any parts, for every part is considered to 
be less than the whole. But there is no unity that is greater or smaller 
than unity. And what is more, this unity and number are able to raise 
us up to incorporeal essence; and the same power resides in figures, 
whose true ratio is found in the mind rather than in the body. 

Astronomy, likewise, seems to search for the principle of a mover in 
the order of the heavens. Plato says that the astronomer who has not 
looked up from the heavens themselves to what is above the heavens 
does not look upon things eternal, especially since the heavenly bodies 
do not make a complete system and thus undoubtedly depend on a 
system that is higher and complete. 

He also laughs at the musician who does not move from the 
harmony of sound to the intellectual principle of harmony. 

Finally, he puts dialectic, that is, metaphysics or theology, before all 
other studies, as their leader, the one who employs the service of each 
of the others for her own work. Now her work is to go forward 
throughout the whole extent of what he calls being; to have recourse 
to the Good Itself, the cause of being in its entirety; and, within the 
range of beings, to define what each one is by identifying the principle 
of every essence, or to reveal that which follows every essence. But by 
the standard of her nobility he deems all other studies to be in 
bondage. For either they submit to the opinions of men, to the 
productions and compositions of inferior beings, or to the worship of 
those things which are begotten; or else they at least strive to raise 
themselves towards the incorporeal, although to some extent they 
merely dream about them. Such, he says, are the mathematical 
disciplines. 

But soon he adds two further classes: essence and becoming. He 
says that intelligence belongs to essence, while opinion belongs to 
becoming. He then says that, within intelligence, knowledge which 
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belongs to the dialectician attains essence, while notions follow 
essence and belong to the mathematician. He likewise counts faith and 
imagination as being within opinion: through faith physical bodies are 
perceived, while through imagination are perceived the images and 
shadows of these bodies. 

Then he concludes that all other studies, without dialectic, are blind 
and that they, together with dialectic, are vain if they do not know 
clearly the Idea of the Good and through this Idea are able to 
distinguish what is true and good from what is false. The man who 
does not know the principle of the Good is troubled and deceived by 
dreams in this life and is even more subject to deceit and harassment 
when he goes down to the world below. 

He adds that that man is lame who has no aptitude for, and no 
experience of, both action and contemplation. This is why he chooses 
as helmsmen those who are equipped by nature and adequately trained 
by discipline for both of these activities. Note at this point that the 
untruthful man is excluded from the State as if he were crippled and 
mutilated. The untruthful man he identifies as the man who carefully 
and deliberately tells lies to others and who, through ignorance, tells 
lies to himself. Remember that the toils of the mind are more onerous 
than the toils of the body, and for this reason this should be learnt 
in youth, and when the liberal arts are taught all servitude should be 
kept at bay. 

Dialectic, however, should not be communicated to young people, 
as the Philebus also teaches us. For, as the Phaedrus makes clear, there 
are two guides within each of us: the innate desire for pleasures and 
the body of opinion which has been acquired through our education 
and which directs us, in all matters, to follow what the laws define as 
honourable and just. But these two guides very frequently pull in 
opposite directions. Yet since skill in discussion, if communicated to 
the youths, undermines the view of what is honourable and produces 
men who are intemperate and even overbearing or irreligious, as 
we read in the Philebus and the Laws, instruction in mathematics and 
practice in public business should be given, at regular intervals, until 
the thirtieth year of life. 

But when they reach their thirtieth year they should be introduced 
to dialectic, while still being called back from time to time to deal with 
matters of public interest. Now the art of discussion you should call 
dialectic from its form, logic from its origin, and metaphysics and 
theology from its end; and you should know that it is to the virtually 
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divine end of such dialectic that men are summoned in their fiftieth 
year of life because a purified and calm mind is a prerequisite for 
insight into the divine. 

At this point take note that, both here and in the Theology, we quite 
often refer to the fact that three things are heeded by Plato: the ray, the 
light, and the radiance. The ray is inherent within individual minds, 
just as it is a natural property of the eyes. The light is common to 
all eyes. The divine radiance excels the light which is common to all 
minds, just as the radiance within the Sun excels the light that is 
uniformly common to the eyes. 

His conclusion is that after a citizen, by means of the ray naturally 
inherent within him and the light with which he is infused, has 
contemplated the radiance of the Good Itself, his duty is to use all his 
powers to govern the State on the model of the Good Itself. 



The Theme of the 
Eighth Book of the Republic 


SOCRATES has now presented the perfect form of the State in 
seven books, a form made sacred by the number seven, which pertains 
to Pallas Athene. He calls this form the royal government; and he also 
calls it government by the best, because within this State many 
outstandingly good men fulfil public functions and constitute the 
Senate. He calls it royal because all have a single will directed towards 
the public good and a single mind as their queen; and if any one of 
them is of exceptional integrity he is accorded exceptional honour. Yet 
he is not accorded so much honour that he has the power to modify 
public affairs without the approval of the Senate, which comprises all 
the upright citizens. 

After the best and blessed form of the State, there remains the 
question of introducing the lesser forms, which he counts as four. He 
presents the first of these as that into which the best form quickly 
degenerates, and he calls this ‘glory-seeking’. The second form is the 
power of the few which arises from the glory-seeking State. The third 
is popular government, which develops from the second form. Lastly, 
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there is the fourth form, the tyranny to which government by the 
people is particularly prone. 

But since the forms of the State arise from the forms of souls, he 
goes on to describe, with astonishing skill, the five dispositions and 
ingrained habits of souls which match the States in number and are 
given similar names. His conclusion, in brief, is that the kingly soul is 
best and happiest, and the same is true of the State. The tyrannical 
soul, on the other hand, is the worst and the most wretched, and 
States which are oppressed by tyrants are likewise the worst and the 
most wretched. He concludes that the intermediate souls and 
the intermediate forms of government come between these two 
extremes. 

What becomes clear from all this is, on the one hand, the destructive 
nature of injustice, both in the State and in the soul, and, on the other 
hand, the saving grace of justice within both. At all times he explains, 
with astonishing care, how souls and States change from one form to 
another. In particular, he shows how the blessed and, so to speak, 
golden State changes from a lofty starting-point into the glory-seeking 
or silver State or into the iron State, and he portrays the Muses 
pouring this forth, or rather blending it together, as an oracle. 

Indeed, if the happy State is unable to decline into a worse one 
through some fault in itself, and yet somehow it does fall eventually, it 
must decline on account of some general defect and cause. In this 
matter it is permissible to laugh at the unfounded claims made by 
Aristotle; for in the fifth book of his Politics Aristotle should not have 
demanded of his Plato - who is never his, in fact - an inherent cause 
for the change of a happy State, since there is no such cause, but he 
should have been satisfied with a general cause. For it is in this way 
that the man who is most robust and most temperate, just like the 
State in a similar condition, is distressed by a cause that is not so much 
individual as general, that is, by some sequence which is ordained by 
fate and which revolves perpetually through the celestial circuits which 
are beneath the Moon, so that those things which are compounded by 
particular configurations of the spheres and by particular movements 
of the ages are at some point dissolved by contrary configurations 
and movements. But since the attribution of such a cause far exceeds 
the bounds of the current capability of society, Socrates employs the 
prophetic power of the Muses, and indeed he employs it in such a way 
that we, too, have need of the prophetic powers of Apollo to interpret 
these things. 
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It is not without some justification that Cicero, when wishing to 
give a brief explanation of a very abstruse point, says that it is more 
recondite than Plato’s number. And I am not surprised that Theo of 
Smyrna, that eminent teacher of Platonic mathematics, astutely 
avoided this mystery as something inexplicable. When Iamblichus of 
Chalcis tried to unravel it, he seems to have made it more of a tangle. 
But what if there is more difficulty than weight in such words? 
Especially since Plato himself portrays the Muses as using the bombast 
of tragedy to impose upon and terrify the simple mind of the youth 
and put it into a state of stupor. In short, take whatever may be helpful 
from our commentaries to the Timaeus. 

In the meantime ponder the following moral precepts. In a State it 
is impossible to give honour simultaneously to wealth and to virtue. 
Handing the helm of State to the wealthy is just like putting a ship into 
the hands of someone who is well-to-do but has no experience of 
sailing: both will be put into jeopardy. The surest protection against all 
forms of vice is knowledge. One of a pair of opposites, taken to 
extremes, is the beginning of the other one: thus liberty, taken to the 
extreme of licence, is the beginning of the extreme of servitude, just as, 
with any quality, an excess of materials or occasions frequently 
becomes its exact opposite. In his letters Plato says the same, giving his 
fullest approval to liberty which is moderate. 


The Theme of the 
Ninth Book of the Republic 

SOCRATES HAS DEALT at length with the royal life lived by the best 
men; and he has a long discussion about its opposite, which is tyranny. 
We consequently approve of the former as the height of happiness and 
condemn the latter as the depth of wretchedness. Tyranny is discussed 
not only in the eighth book but in the ninth book as well, principally 
because it arises, such as it is, from government by the people, as 
something harmful and unpropitious. We should therefore strive with 
every sinew to ward off the initial tyranny, which is the tyranny within 
the soul, and embrace instead the kingdom which is in the depths of 
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the soul. In this way there will be an immediate return to the first 
theme of the general discussion. 

This is undoubtedly how he has decided to show not only that 
justice merits praise according to the measure of man’s opinion but 
also that justice, through its own nature of wonderful integrity and 
beneficence, is worthy of the highest respect; whereas injustice is not 
only to be seen as defective through dread of the laws or of disgrace 
but is also to be shunned on account of the poison inherent in its 
harmful nature. But when he speaks of nature, he is sometimes 
referring to legal and common justice, which is universal virtue, 
established under the aegis of the laws, and on other occasions he is 
referring to private justice, which may be distributive (so that through 
such justice are distributed honours, rewards, and punishments 
within the State, while within the soul actions and functions are 
allotted to the parts of the soul in accordance with the intrinsic worth 
of its nature) or transformative (so that within the State things are 
exchanged for other things or for money at equitable and lawful 
valuations, and within the soul acts of service are similarly exchanged 
in such a way that, just as reason gives counsel to the lower functions, 
so the lower powers supply what is necessary according to the dictates 
of reason). 

Take note during this discussion that the tyrannical soul is so 
disturbed that it may rightly be judged to be ruined by passion, 
intoxicated, frenzied, and brutal, especially since it is seized, like a wild 
beast, by those brutal passions whose ferocity others experience at 
times only when dreaming. Now in the Theology we deal at length with 
those things which are related to the falsity, the truthfulness, and the 
prophetic nature of dreams. 

Consider the care with which he enumerates all the evils which 
oppress a State that is under the heel of tyranny, and the skill with 
which he lists the same number, and even more, within the soul of the 
tyrant, with the result that it is impossible to imagine anything more 
wretched. 

He next divides the whole discussion, which aims at putting the 
wise and just life ahead of its opposite, into three sections. He intends 
the first section to be what has been dealt with so far, which is a 
comparison of a foolish and unjust man to a State which is governed 
by the absence of wisdom and the absence of justice. In this com¬ 
parison it is clear that such a State and such a man, are, for similar 
reasons, in desperately wretched straits. 
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He now begins the second section, repeating the differentiation of 
the parts of the soul into the reasoning nature, the wrathful nature, and 
the appetitive nature. To these natures correspond three lives: the 
philosophic life, the glory-seeking life, and the life of desire. This life 
of desire for possessions and pleasures is also called the avaricious life. 
He likewise divides the State into three: the magistrates, the militia, 
and the traders. He then shows that a life endowed with virtue is to 
be chosen in preference to a life of vice, and that it is actually more 
agreeable. 

Of course, since each of those three parts puts the pleasure of its 
own life before that of all the others, only the philosopher is rightly 
able to decide a question like this, for such a judgement requires 
experience, wisdom, and reason. As far as experience is concerned, 
the philosopher has put to the test his own desires and those of other 
people, so that he is easily able to discern which is to be given prefer¬ 
ence, whereas others have never savoured the joys known to the 
philosopher and are thus unable to compare their pleasures with 
the bliss experienced by the philosopher. 

It is, moreover, only the philosopher who is effective in the perfect 
application of wisdom and in the task of attributing causes, the two 
further operations needed to form sound judgement. Thus, since the 
philosopher puts the joys of a wise and just life before the attractions 
of the ostentatious and sensual life, we would do well to follow the 
view of the true judge by putting a life ruled by virtue before a life 
ruined by vice. 

Finally, the third section takes its rise from the fact that true pleasure 
can be found only in the wise and just man; but it is clear that in all 
other men there is pleasure which is deceitful and shadowy. And so it 
is plainly shown that pleasures, even the most powerful ones, do not 
bring satisfaction. But where fulfilment is given and received more 
truly and completely, and where the means of fulfilment is purer and 
more efficacious, there the pleasure is truer, more complete, and more 
extensive. Therefore, since intellect and the truth which is to be 
understood have a truer and more complete nature than the senses and 
what is perceived through the senses, and since truth penetrates the 
intellect more deeply than it does the senses of perception and operates 
without any admixture of pain, it follows that the pleasure of the 
intelligence is truer and more complete. 

Somehow something mathematical intervenes at this point, the 
explanation of which you will encounter more appropriately in 
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the commentaries to the Timaeus. In the meantime, give close atten¬ 
tion to that depiction of the nature of the soul in which you should 
understand the nature of avarice in the name of the multi-formed 
beast, the power of wrath in the form of the lion, and reason in the 
form of the man. And see how clearly he depicts the life of the glory¬ 
seeking, unjust, lustful man, which is indeed nothing but wretched 
servitude. 

In the same place you should also grasp the way of understanding 
how souls move into beasts, so that they may be said to move into the 
emotions and propensities of beasts rather than into their bodies. 
Remember, too, that just as, within the body, clarity of the senses, 
health, strength, and beauty are good by nature and not through 
opinion, and their opposites are likewise bad, so, within the soul, 
prudence, temperance, courage, and justice are naturally good, and 
their opposites are naturally bad. 

Finally, assume that form of the entire life by which you may 
arrange all the bodily elements so that they harmonise with the 
consonance of the soul; select individual items conducive to the health 
of the soul, and shun whatever impairs it; dwell for ever in the citadel 
of the mind, and do not allow yourself to be cast headlong from it by 
any allurements or threats. 

But since you wish to shape yourself and others in this way, adopt 
the clear model of this State in heaven: in heaven, I say, which is the 
order of the heavenly movements; and take all that is divine more deeply 
into your heart and mind, so that you may mould yourself, your fam¬ 
ily, and your State on this pattern, injustice, happiness, and prosperity. 


The Theme of the 
Tenth Book of the Republic 


UNTIL NOW SOCRATES, that most painstaking teacher of the human 
race, has urged mankind, through the beauty of justice, to move 
towards the justice of law, that is, towards universal virtue, and 
conversely he has, through presenting the loathsomeness of injustice, 
summoned mankind to shun injustice. From this time onwards, 
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however, he will encourage everyone to come closer to justice 
on account of its everlasting fruits and rewards, and he will deter 
everyone from embracing injustice on account of its everlasting 
harmfulness and punishments; and this is the main function of the 
tenth book. 

But before he undertakes this particular function he employs a sort 
of prologue in which he painstakingly completes something which he 
had touched upon in the earlier books and had last mentioned at 
the end of the ninth book: something essential to the welfare of the 
State. Indeed, this doctor of ours, this physician of human ills, gives 
particular care to the treatment of that type of illness which all others 
treat in an offhand manner or, rather, never treat at all. 

But what is worse is that they choose and wholeheartedly embrace, 
as the healthiest thing of all, poetic imitation, by means of which clever 
poets give keen expression to disturbed souls and, in so doing, impress 
those same disturbances firmly and deeply into the souls of listeners 
and readers. The more praise they receive and the more pleasure they 
give, the more pernicious are the effects upon everybody. 

Now a prologue of this kind is a fitting sequel to the end of the 
ninth book, where the soul is divided into the reasoning part and into 
the lower parts which are disturbed by agitations and whose rule, 
firstly within the soul and then within the State, is called tyrannical. 
But since poetic imitation arouses these lower parts and nurtures and 
enlarges them, provoking anger, stimulating lust, releasing laughter, 
opening the channels for tears and cries of grief, it is seen to under¬ 
mine the rule of reason and to promote the tyranny of disturbance. 
This is why Socrates eradicates a plague of this nature, which is 
pleasant in some respects but full of poison, lest it eradicate us. 

But observe the great love with which our Plato cares for the whole 
human race, investigating and seeking out those dangers which no one 
else would even suspect. Moreover, while struggling stoutly against his 
own nature and upbringing, which are poetical, he puts up a valiant 
fight for the public weal. For this reason no one ought to be surprised 
that Plato, for the love of truth, does not spare even his Homer, since 
out of devotion to justice he does not make any allowance for his own 
propensities. 

Now his principal purpose in detracting from Homer is that we 
may consider that through him, as the chief of imitators, all the others 
should come under much greater condemnation. And since he says 
that neither matters divine nor matters human are taught by Homer, 
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you should understand that the praises bestowed upon Homer by 
Plato in the Philebus are derived from common opinion and not from 
Plato’s own view. He shows, however, that the skill of imitating is, as 
we have said, very dangerous and also servile and utterly base, for those 
who imitate neither understand nor make the things themselves, but, 
following the forms of things that are apparent to their senses and 
snatching at the commonly held views of those things, they speak of 
images and devote themselves to sense impressions and to agitations, 
without any recourse to reason. Yet whatever disapproval he gives to 
the poets when they cause agitation, he gives them the same measure 
of approval if they stimulate us to virtue and holiness through the 
honourable praise of heroes and through divine hymns. 

But in order to convey how base all imitation is, he divides the 
classification of the arts into three types: the using art, the making art, 
and the imitating art. And he says that the art which uses the lyre, that 
is, music, is higher than the art which makes the lyre, since, through 
the particular purpose that is prescribed for it, he puts its form before 
that of craftsmanship. But the making art is superior to that of the 
painter, who makes a copy of the lyre by the use of colours. Just as he 
considers the poet to convey the images of things to our ears, so 
he judges that the painter conveys such images to our eyes. 

Now at this point some theological questions concerning Ideas are 
added, but since we have dealt with them at some length in the 
Theology we shall now touch upon them briefly. Come, you devotee of 
Plato, rise up above those forms which you perceive in the material 
world and reach that nature which is the mother of those forms. 
Although you cannot perceive that nature, realise that it pervades the 
material world like the spirit of life which is full of seeds and which, 
by means of these seeds, arranges all things with great artistry. 
Understand that this nature is within the world, just as you under¬ 
stand the vital power to be within you. Therefore, just as you 
understand that, within you, the perceptive power surpasses the vital 
nature, so you should, within the world, bring a similar but very gen¬ 
eral nature back to the source of perception, as if back to something 
similar but equally general. Then, within yourself, take the senses back 
to reason, and reason to intellect; and similarly, within the world, take 
the nature of perception back to the rational nature, and the rational 
nature back to the intellectual nature. 

Moreover, since you perceive within yourself that the intellect seeks 
that which is intelligible as something more complete than itself, and 
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that the intellect is shaped by the intelligible as if by something more 
powerful than itself, you should, in the world as in yourself, put the 
intelligible nature before the intellectual nature. But the intelligible 
you should call the same in all respects as being itself Lastly, above 
what you have called both intelligible and being you should put the 
Good Itself For it is on account of the Good Itself that you wish to be 
well and that you yearn for the intelligible. 

When you have ascended thus far, you will perceive the universe, 
denoted by the sacred number seven, rising from the lowest matter 
and passing through perceptible qualities, nature, the senses, reason, 
the intellect, and the intelligible, towards the Good Itself. Moreover, 
you will see that the good spirit completed all things with the number 
six, as if on the sixth day, and that it came to rest within itself at the 
seventh level, as if on the seventh day. 

For the Good Itself is the end of all else. Of the Good Itself, 
therefore, no extraneous end can exist or be imagined. If all things seek 
the Good, by which they are perfected, it is right to conclude that all 
things are made by the Good. Again, if it makes all things by its 
own intrinsic power, understand that the whole universe is enfolded 
within it. But since its nature is first and is therefore utterly simple, 
remember that the forms of all things are within it and that its own 
form is one, and Plato calls this the Idea of the Good Itself, the Idea in 
which, according to Timaeus, God, the Maker of the world, rested 
after Fie had created the world, for he says that the Maker of the world 
withdrew into His own contemplation. 

In the same way, the Idea of the Good produces Ideas, which are the 
particular forms of all things, distinct one from another by type, within 
the intelligible nature, by which universal Being is embraced in some 
intelligible manner, and all intelligence is embraced by a wonderful 
level of reason which transcends intelligence. All intellects look up to 
this intelligible nature and from it they receive the enduring exemplars 
of Ideas. Rational souls, too, look up to it, and from it they have 
received their exemplars, albeit changeable to some degree. After these 
exemplars of the rational souls, and after the power of the senses, the 
images of Ideas go down to the vital nature, seeds, and, moving 
through qualities, finally reach matter. 

Thus when Plato says that God makes the Ideas within nature, 
understand him to mean within nature and within the intelligible 
world, the head of the angelic minds. But when he mentions couch 
and table, these are examples to help you to understand natural things 
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through man-made objects, so that through couch and table you may 
understand the man who uses them. Again, the example in art seemed 
more appropriate to the question being put. But perhaps he thinks that 
the forms which are needed for the regulations of the arts are not far 
from the Ideas. And he surely does not consider it strange that man has 
the forms of the arts through divine inspiration, since the fantasies of 
the arts are present even in beasts. And if such forms occur in the soul 
through God’s inspiration, let them be said to occur in nature, for they 
are naturally implanted. If someone seems to have little aptitude with 
regard to certain skills, the followers of Plato will say that he has been 
distracted by different things or that he has turned to face the opposite 
direction. 

Mark the words of Plato when he says that God does not merely 
understand, but wills also, for he means that God conceives by 
understanding within Himself and, through willing, makes outside 
Himself. Note also that God has expressed the single Idea of a single 
natural type through the type alone and within the intelligible world 
itself, for example, the one ideal humanity of the human race; for 
if in matter, where there is infinite variety and change, a unity of 
common nature is preserved in each and every man, even more so 
within a nature that is simple and stable will a single Idea be sufficient 
for a natural type. Indeed, those things that are varied and unstable can 
take their common single nature only from the unity of their higher 
nature. 

Again, if two humanities are posited, how can they differ, since each 
is humanity? They are, of course, one. If they do differ one from the 
other, therefore, they will do so only on account of some addition to 
one or the other; in that case neither will be absolute humanity but a 
sort of humanity, something human rather than humanity itself. And 
since each will partake of the same humanity, each will likewise be 
called human; and it will also be humanity in itself, a single humanity, 
before it is subjected to multiplicity. 

It is true that since God is simply the cause, He should not be called 
the Maker of a particular man or of a particular horse, but the Maker 
of man and horse. This is why He created one single Idea for each type 
of creature. But among us, when one man begets another he should 
not be described as the unqualified begetter of man but as the partic¬ 
ular begetter of a particular man. For the man alone is not the cause, 
but he is within the cause, that is, within a number of causes; and he 
does not do everything, since he does not supply the primal substance 
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or the soul, and he does not give origin to the man himself; for man 
was universal prior to this particular man and, regardless of his 
particular activity, man is universal and will be universal. 

But when Plato says that God has begotten a single Idea, either 
because He did not wish there to be many or because there was some 
necessity that there should not be many, you should understand that 
with God necessity and will are interchangeable, so that something is 
necessary because God wills it so, for in the supreme simplicity of the 
Godhead necessity is nothing other than will. If, therefore, you say that 
it is necessary for God to will or to do something, I shall change this to 
‘God wills that this is necessary’. Of course, where supreme goodness 
meets supreme power, that is where supreme freedom meets supreme 
necessity. 

At this point there are some disparate but highly useful statements 
to be considered, such as ‘Reading or study is useless if it does not 
lead to excellent conduct of life’. In this regard, the life and practices 
of Pythagoras aroused admiration from all, as rightly did his great 
authority, even in the time of Plato. Again, ‘If the harmonious 
composition of words be removed from poems, the poems lose all 
significance.’ Or, ‘The virtue of a man or thing consists in a certain 
ability to move principally towards that end for whose sake the thing 
has been made and the man has been born.’ 

Meanwhile there appears to be some distinction between sense and 
reason, because the senses often make mistakes with regard to size, 
shape, number, and weight; but through its ability to measure, count, 
and weigh, reason corrects the assessment made by the senses. It is 
clear, however, that the soul is unable, through the same power, to 
make contrary judgements concerning the same thing at the same 
time. It is also clear that within us there are different powers of desire, 
for we may desire and reject the same thing simultaneously. 

Note that it is not required of the upright citizen that he should 
suffer anything at all, but he should soothe the incipient pain with 
principles such as these, when it seems that there is one part of the soul 
which, as if sick, has need of medicine, and another part which, 
appearing healthy, is comforted. 

But there are four main principles against suffering. The first is that 
it is not known for certain whether what happens is good or bad. The 
second is that, whichever it is, it is of little significance, for nothing is 
of great significance in the realm of human dreams. The third is that 
we advance not a whit through suffering. The fourth is that suffering 
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always blocks that which can be of immediate help to us. This is 
confirmed by the fact that it is utterly disgraceful to be conquered, and 
eminently noble to be the conqueror; but the man who is oppressed by 
suffering or by some other distress has already been ignominiously 
conquered. For this reason his precept is that when there are advers¬ 
ities and disturbances we should assume the function of the doctor, 
not suffering with those in pain but healing them. He compares to 
throws of dice the everyday chances of life, which he wishes to rectify 
with these principles, just as the throws of dice are seen to be modified 
by some trick of the game. 

But the precepts given earlier are like forerunners to those which 
follow. The greatest of all these is that what we meet in life is a contest 
in which we are to conquer vice and attain virtue, and that we should 
consider as nothing all those things which men hold good, in order 
that we may be good ourselves; for the true reward of justice is greater 
than all the trophies men may carry off since the glory of justice 
transcends all these things beyond measure, and within the changeful, 
the fleeting, and the shadowy it is impossible to find the reward which 
is in conformity with the changeless, everlasting, and utterly true 
nature of justice. 

The conclusion from this is that the changeless condition of justice 
must be yearned for as the unchanging reward, which abides in the 
undertakings of justice after the events of the present life. If this were 
not so, justice herself, who is judged to be the good that surpasses all 
others, would be something evil for just men who toil unceasingly 
from their love of justice and frequently suffer harm without return¬ 
ing ill for ill. 

It should be added that, from their yearning for things eternal, they 
despise the good times of the passing moment and do not reap the 
reward due to men of justice, but in fact frequently receive unjust 
punishment for their devotion to justice. For this reason, to ensure 
that the good does not occasion harm, that justice is not without 
reward, and that God does provide and does recompense the worthy, 
souls are considered to be immortal, especially so that those unjust 
men who did not pay the penalty for their injustice during their life¬ 
time should at least pay their debts after death, and that those just men 
who have been utterly despised by their fellow men may be crowned 
in the world above. Hence the words of the noble precept: ‘The 
immortal soul must be painstakingly attentive not for this brief span 
but for time without end.’ 
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Plato demonstrates the immortality of the soul in the Phaedrus, the 
Phaedo, and elsewhere. In the book On Knowledge he shows that there 
are definite proofs for such a principle, and he says that the words of 
those who believe the opposite turn out to be ridiculous when sub¬ 
jected to examination. Again, in Gorgias he declares that the mysteries 
have been proved with irrefutable reasons. And in this tenth book, 
after the discussion, he adds that this discussion and many other lines 
of reasoning compel us to admit that this is so. For my own part, I 
believe that within the words of Plato a wondrous power lies hidden, 
which very few appreciate, so that it is not surprising if Plato’s lines of 
reasoning lead some to think that the case has been proved and others 
to think that it is still open to proof. 

Demosthenes, who was undoubtedly a follower of Plato, was so 
moved by the power of his living words that after he had heard Plato 
and Xenocrates speaking on the immortality of souls he said he would 
rather die honourably than live ignominiously. This power in Plato’s 
writings was also perceived by Cleombrotus and, in the Cyrenaic 
school, by many followers of Hegesias who, from their yearning for 
the next life, freed themselves from the dungeon of this body. It was 
also perceived by Boethius, a follower of Plato, who admitted, with 
Philosophy as his witness, that the immortality of the soul had been 
shown to him with sure proofs; and St Augustine seems to have 
intuited the same power, for he says that he has never had doubts 
about this matter. These things are confirmed by Avicenna, who says 
that there are principles which prove that this is so. 

Not only does Plato say that this can be proved, but he says that it 
can be proved easily to those who, as I believe, have a mind that is 
purified and detached from the body, so that they do not doubt that at 
some time the soul is able to live apart from the body, since they find 
from experience that it is better for the mind to live apart from the 
senses than connected to them. They have also discovered that the 
souls of others which are buried within bodies and are therefore 
affected by vice do not perish from their own vice and disease and for 
that reason they are much less liable to be corrupted by some external 
or bodily ailment, since the body itself does not die from some 
external illness until the illness has been conveyed into the body, 
which is then very soon killed by it. 

Furthermore, to ensure that no one doubts the divinity of his own 
soul, his prescription is that the soul should be thoroughly cleansed of 
the dirt accruing from love of the body and that, once it is purified, it 
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should recognise its purity, its simplicity, its relationship with divinity, 
and the speed and fullness with which it is able to receive the divine 
light. But when he says that our souls do not increase in number with 
the passing days, understand him to mean that they do not arise from 
bodies or receive composite forms. This is made clear by the following 
principle, which says that if things divine are composed of physical 
bodies, the ultimate result would be that no trace of physical bodies 
would remain in nature, for things divine are never resolved back into 
physical bodies. 

Note also his additional words, when he says that the soul is not 
composite, for if it were it would not be indissoluble. And understand 
that for essence to be indissoluble it cannot be composed of anything, 
or, if it be composed, it cannot be composed of any materials; it would 
need to be assembled in such a way that, within its composition, the 
multiplicity did not overpower the unity, for the unity, through its 
harmonious union, would need to transcend multiplicity, and stillness 
would transcend movement. 

Bring these mysteries to a close, mysteries which pertain partly to 
providence and partly to immortality and the rewards of justice. The 
just man becomes like God, the unjust man unlike God. And since it 
is not hidden from God that the just man is like Him, and the unjust 
man unlike Him, it stands to reason that the just man is dear to God 
and is His friend, while the unjust man is the opposite. This is why 
God in no whit neglects the just, for they are His friends, but He 
always provides for them, so that all things, even the apparently 
adverse, turn out to be for their good, both in this life and after death. 

But why at this point does Plato use an historical example, rather 
than carefully elaborated lines of reasoning, to declare the secret of 
immortality? It is so that the citizens may be spurred towards justice 
not so much by the skilful use of words as by an example and actual 
deeds. Again, why does he introduce, as confirmation of this mystery, 
a man who has risen from the dead? It is because, although immortal¬ 
ity is firmly based on sound principles, as is the general execution of 
justice, it is useful to hear of the place, the form, and the arrangements 
for the dispensation of rewards and punishments from the mouth of 
someone who was present at the scene. 

This is what the words near the end of the Phaedo mean to us. And 
his solemn declaration about Er of Pamphylia is not irrelevant: Er, who 
died in battle for the welfare of his country, rose again as a sign that 
those who die for the public good are resurrected to the true life, 
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although only one of many was raised again to our life. But is this 
history, or a story? It is held to be history by Justin, follower of Plato 
and martyr for Christ. For my part, I shall not refute this. 

But when Plato refers to a defence or a story, it can be explained that 
it is possible for an historical account to be called a story whenever it 
has some weighty allegorical significance beyond the scope of what 
actually happened. For this reason Olympiodorus, too, says that Plato 
frequently gave the name of stories to histories and other accounts. 
And since Plato locates the spirits of the dead and the seats of justice in 
one place according to the Phaedrus, in a different place according to 
Gorgias, in a third place according to the Phaedo, and yet elsewhere 
in this book, it is quite clear that these accounts have an allegorical 
meaning which extends beyond particular localities. 

With reference to the resurrection he makes use here of the number 
twelve, which is the number of the spheres of the world in the view 
of the ancients, who think that above the four elements there are 
eight heavens, as if he were saying that virtue, the divine lady of 
the universe, is needed to raise the dead and that in the meantime the 
teaching is given to man by divine providence. 

There are some who say that the great year, in which the soul of 
man completes its circuit and by which it returns to the same point, is 
comprised of twelve thousand years, and that three such years equal 
the great year of the world, in which the soul of the world fulfils its 
circuit through the movement of the firmament, thus completing 
thirty-six thousand years. They maintain that the circuit of our soul 
lasts twelve thousand years, because it has to pass through all the 
spheres and the ranks of daemons and gods, which, according to 
the Phaedrus, are arranged in twelve orders. 

But what do they think is signified by the two openings in the earth 
and the two openings in heaven? It is that you may understand that 
souls descend to the earthly realm by one way, that is, by being clothed 
in an earthly body, and that they ascend from the earth by another way, 
that is, by being purified of that earthly garment. In the same way souls 
fall from heaven into the elements through love of the elemental body, 
and conversely they rise again to the heavenly realm when this love is 
extinguished and celestial love is kindled. Hence Orpheus says that 
love holds the keys for those above and for those below. 

Plato says that the judges of souls are in the air, and he places the 
angels, ministers of divine providence, in the ether. After the sentence, 
the just go towards heaven, bearing their deeds and their judgements 
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before them: for they know themselves and they shine for themselves 
as well as for others. The unjust, on the other hand, go downwards, 
bearing their deeds and judgements on their backs; for they do not 
know themselves and are of no profit to themselves, but are more of an 
example to others than a help to themselves. The meadow in which 
the souls rest for a while, both those which are ascending and those 
which are descending, is a middle region between the infernal and the 
heavenly, the attitude intermediate between good and evil, the state 
between bliss and wretchedness, likened to a zone in the air. Notice at 
this point that the souls which knew each other in the previous life 
recognise each other in the next life. 

Again, according to the followers of Plato, the souls of those who 
died in infancy remain in such a meadow for a very long time, but 
Er considered that what was said of them was not worth recording, for 
they have not chosen to go into either region and they have not formed 
attitudes. The followers of Plato leave such souls in a light that is 
merely natural, but they consider that the blessed are placed above 
natural light, and the wretched below it. 

Now there arises the question of the purifying punishments. But 
why is guilt eradicated by pains? Because it is implanted by pleasures. 
Do not doctors generally cure diseases with their opposites? Notice 
that Plato does not blindly use the numbers ten, one hundred, or one 
thousand for the removal of guilt. Indeed, for every degree of pleasure 
he applies ten degrees of pain. The first question is, ‘Why do the 
degrees of punishment meted out exceed the degrees of pleasure that 
have been acquired?’ The answer is that this is the penalty to be paid 
for a crime against the divine majesty. Moreover, just as the joys of 
blessedness exceed the pains of human justice, so do the torments 
of wretched injustice exceed the pleasures. In brief, it is not so easy to 
remove stains as it is to make them; and the man who has made a habit 
of sinning would not cease doing wrong if he were to live longer. 

The second question is, ‘Why ten degrees?’ Has Plato taken his 
model from the ten commandments given by Moses? And has he 
thought that the man who has in any way broken any of the ten has 
somehow acted against the ten precepts of the divine law, and does he 
therefore judge him rightly to be tormented ten times? The number 
ten is accordingly said to be a universal number, for it either contains 
all numbers within itself or, by replicating itself and its contents, it will 
bring forth all numbers. Now the universal number is ideal for the 
purification of souls, signifying that the universal defect of the body 
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must be laid aside before you can approach the Lord of the universe, 
in whose presence there can be nothing corporeal. 

The third question is, ‘Why, in addition to the ten degrees of 
punishment, are the unjust afflicted for one hundred years?’ My 
answer is that if they had lived for a hundred years, which is the limit 
assigned to human life, they would have sinned unceasingly Now to 
every ten degrees there is allotted the number one hundred, making 
one thousand all together. Hence the statements, ‘They wander for a 
hundred years’ and ‘The wheel turns for a thousand years’, and the 
other statement, ‘You will receive a hundred for one.’ For Plato uses 
these numbers not only in the punishments but also in certain 
rewards. 

Indeed, if ten is taken into itself by multiplying ten ten times, the 
result is one hundred. Then if it is brought back upon itself through 
the calculation ten times ten times ten, one thousand is produced. 
Thus ten is a universal number, and one hundred and one thousand 
are universal numbers. Again, if you proceed from one to ten, a linear 
number results. If you move from ten to one hundred, the number is 
a surface. If you go from ten to one thousand, the result is a solid. 

Thus, to give an allegorical explanation, the soul of the unjust man 
has departed from itself and gone into a body and is impaired by the 
stain of the body. The soul is going to be cleansed of this universal 
stain by means of ten, which is a universal number. The need for ten 
to be taken into itself, thereby producing one hundred, means that the 
soul needs to come forth from the body and return to itself through 
the use of reason. 

Secondly, the need for ten to be taken back into itself to produce one 
thousand teaches us allegorically that the soul must not only turn 
towards itself through reason but must also be turned into itself 
through intelligence and thus be brought back to its own unity, by 
which it may ultimately be able to enjoy God, the highest unity of all. 

Now the linear number, the plane number, and the solid number 
lead us mystically to the purification of the mind, not only at the outer 
surface of deeds, words, and thoughts, but also in the most thorough 
examination of those things that are very deep within. 

After the intermediate zone and the region of purification, he 
goes down to the underworld. But understand that, according to the 
followers of Plato, there are not only temporary punishments in 
the region of purification but there are also temporary joys in a 
celestial region, in order that a balanced account may be given on both 
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sides. For they make the following distinction. During life, either the 
senses are in complete obedience to reason, or reason is totally subject 
to the senses, or they are always battling against each other; and in that 
fight, sometimes the senses gain the upper hand and sometimes reason 
is victorious. 

The souls, therefore, in which the senses comply with reason 
through confirmed habit attain everlasting reward, while those 
inclined in the opposite direction are condemned to everlasting 
punishments. But the intermediate souls are conveyed to temporary 
rewards if reason has been victorious, and to temporary punishments 
if the senses have been the masters; to them no time has been granted 
for deliberation. The followers of Plato see the intermediate zone as a 
place reserved for choice, and so it is called a meadow. Although some 
of his followers call the meadows the highest realms of heaven, here 
the meadows signify the airy region, for how could Plato here indicate 
the highest heaven by the word ‘meadows’, since he says, when 
referring to them, that some souls come down from the celestial 
realms, while other souls suddenly come forth from the bowels of the 
earth? 

Let us therefore look upon such meadows as some lofty regions of 
the air, bordering on those lofty regions of the earth which he 
describes in the Plmedo as having the form of the earthly paradise, 
whose fortunate inhabitants dwell in perpetual springtime. In the same 
place they locate the Elysian fields: I mean the earthly ones, for 
the eighth heaven contains the celestial fields of Elysium. Lienee the 
maxim, ‘Tleavenly beings and the forms of the gods alone occupy 
the stars.’ 

For the moment I briefly touch upon Proclus and Plotinus, both of 
whom, at the point where Plato says ‘everlasting’, speak of the whole 
time of the great year, in which occur the courses of all individual 
times. In this matter I commend Porphyry to some extent, and 
Iamblichus more so, for deducing matters eternal from this; for 
when Plato speaks of the incurable soul and that which can never be 
purified, he is clearly pointing to eternal punishments and, conversely, 
to unending joys. But the way some expound these matters I have not 
thought worth recording. 

Moreover, if you consider the words of Plato, you will recognise 
that verse in the Gospels which says, ‘Bind him hand and foot, and 
take him away, and cast him into outer darkness’. But Plato also speaks 
of the head being bound. Now the bond about the head signifies the 
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obstruction to reason and the loss of sight, while the bonds on the 
hands indicate the loss of action and progress, and the bound feet 
cannot convey or move forward and attain but are paralysed by the 
removal of their power. 

In the depiction of the fiery men you will also recognise the 
avenging daemons and the bodily punishments, and you will observe 
the same thing in many inferences. You will also mark the specific 
words used to describe the scene, in particular the darkness which 
ensues when the openings are shut, the groans, the gnashing of teeth, 
and the weeping. 

But after he has arranged the places of punishment, indicated the 
places of joy in a contrasting figure, and touched upon the middle 
realm, he then returns to those souls which had assembled together in 
the meadows, some coming from heaven after a temporary reward and 
others from the earth after a temporary punishment. He says that they 
have to return to an elemental birth and through this they need to 
make sufficient progress to eventually merit a more stable condition or 
even an unshakeable condition. He says that they rested in the 
meadow for seven days. If you take this seven to be the seven planets, 
or the seven weeks in which the embryo rests in the womb before stir¬ 
ring, or even as the seven days in which forms in the womb gradually 
develop, you will perhaps seem to be making some contribution. 

But how is this related to souls which are no longer in the planets? 
For they have descended, but they are not yet enclosed in the womb, 
since they are still to come down to it after they have been to the three 
Fates. In the meantime they inhabit an airy region by means of an airy 
body. Let this much be granted. Because they are living for this period 
in a kind of sterility, this may also be why they are designated by the 
sterile number; and since seven is not born from the repetition of 
another number and does not give birth to another number below ten, 
it is a very appropriate number to apply to souls which neither beget 
nor are begotten. 

The followers of Pythagoras attribute this number to Pallas, for she 
was not born from a mother and did not herself give birth. They 
consider it a fitting number to give to souls which are still at some 
distance from an earthly mother and which are contemplating the 
universe by the wisdom of Pallas. But as soon as they arise from their 
respite they reach the number eight, which is born and which is also 
the first of the solid numbers; this is why it is very applicable to the 
soul which is moving towards a solid body. Now we call eight a solid 
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number because it is made from two multiplied by itself again and 
again and indicating three dimensions, for two times two times two 
gives eight. 

We may add that in music the seventh note is deeply dissonant, 
while the eighth note is fully harmonious. Now the body needs to 
be in harmony with the soul, and both body and soul need to be in 
harmony with fate, so that the celestial soul may have dealings with 
the earthly body. When the numbers of such harmony are finally 
achieved, the earth is in dissonance with the soul and the heavens 
are in harmony with the soul, provided that the soul is going to 
prosper. 

Thus, because Plato adds to the eight days the four days needed for 
the movement of generation, you should understand that, within the 
nature of the lively soul, some power and disposition somehow exert 
their sway to form the body constituted from the four elements. Again, 
in the harmony of the eighth note, it is essential to have the fourth, 
which approaches harmony to some extent, and the fifth, a true 
harmony. They actually become five if you count the subsequent four 
with the preceding one. 

And you will see, furthermore, that the number twelve has been 
allotted, so that souls may move to the early stages of generation. For 
twelve is the number needed to support the spheres and the ranks of 
gods and daemons. Moreover, the twelfth note and harmony are 
utterly perfect, arising as they do from the diapason and diapente, that 
is, from the eighth and the fifth, and being by their charm of one 
accord with creation and with marriages inspired by love. But such 
souls, under the guidance of the love instilled, so to say, by Venus, are 
now to be united through earthly marriages. 

However, when Plato was about to count twelve and to add what 
remained to the number seven, why did he not simply say five? It was, 
of course, to hint, by means of eight and four, at those mysteries of 
which you have heard; and again, by the addition of one day’s journey 
to make up twelve, you will notice that the body which is composed of 
the four elements cannot be prepared for the soul until it has been 
modified and put into a fifth form similar to the heavens and until the 
soul imparts from itself a life-giving imprint upon the impressionable 
body. But since souls which decline towards compound bodies are for 
the most part subject to the laws of fate, and, conversely, fall towards 
such bodies under the direction of fate, he says that the souls move 
into the view of fate. 
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He therefore firstly depicts nature herself as a column of light which 
is the chain of the universe. You should understand that life-giving 
nature and the power of seeds have been imparted to the substance of 
the world by the very soul of the world. It is called light because it 
penetrates and bestows life. Again, it is rightly called a column, because 
throughout its length it penetrates matter everywhere and produces 
many levels of forms which are then differentiated by type and kind. It 
is also said to extend in every direction and to bind the heavens in all 
places because it is wholly present everywhere and embraces every¬ 
thing and disperses many things as if through its sides, which are equal 
or similar to each other, but in such a way that the length is the same 
as the breadth, for it spreads out by penetrating, and the more it 
spreads the more it fills, and as it fills it rules. Hence the saying: ‘Spirit 
nourishes within.’ 

The different colours denote the different powers of the seeds. 
There is no doubt that within this nature lies the spindle of the Fates: 
this is pictured as the axis of the spheres which befits the twin poles 
and the centre; but according to reason, it is an image of the world- 
soul, the life-giving power which watches over the nature of the 
world-soul and moves it like an instrument to produce the things of 
nature, not only artistically but also inexorably, so that in the cosmos 
there is not only an order arising from nature but there is also an 
inevitable order arising from fate. Hence the words in the Statesman: 
‘The cosmos is guided by natural desire and by fate.’ The kinship of 
nature with fate, however, is so close that philosophers can scarcely 
distinguish one from the other. But to express the immutable nature 
of fate, Plato says that the spindle is of adamant, while the whorl, or 
heaven, is of adamant and other substances: the stars both fixed and 
moving and having a great variety of forms. 

It is clear, then, that the number eight represents the spheres which 
are moved by nature and which are also moved by fate, the overseer of 
nature; and these spheres are said to be the instruments of fate. Many 
points are driven home here which relate to the measures, the depths, 
the intervals, the movements, the harmonies, the forms, and the 
powers of the heavenly spheres, and we shall expound these more 
appropriately in the commentaries to the Timaeus. But, in brief, you 
need to understand that from the extremely rapid and ordered move¬ 
ment of the heavens and from contact of great power there is produced 
a melody of great intensity and variety and of the utmost sweetness, 
the lower notes arising from the slower movements, the higher notes 
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from the faster movements, and the intermediate notes from the inter¬ 
mediate movements. But since rudimentary hearing lacks the spatial 
relationship needed to appreciate the heavenly melody, such sound is 
not heard. 

We consider that here there are the nine Muses and the Sirens: the 
eight notes of the spheres and the harmonious combination of all 
the notes. He says, accordingly, that the spindle of fate, that is, the 
extent of time, turns between the knees of the goddess Necessity. Her 
three daughters are Lachesis, Clotho, and Atropos, who, together with 
their mother, turn all things heavenly. I pass over the views of Proclus, 
who posits not only Jupiter as the one universal maker of the whole 
cosmos, but three more Jupiters under him as minor creators. Then, 
to correspond, the one goddess, Necessity, watches over everything at 
that level at which the universal Jupiter creates everything. In addition, 
there are the three Fates, that is, the three goddesses who are the 
daughters of Necessity: it is by the authority of their mother that 
the different daughters keep different things far from erring. And he 
places the goddess Necessity entirely above the cosmos, but he puts 
her daughters at some distance from the cosmos and partly inclined 
towards it. 

But I and many other followers of Plato prefer to see Necessity as 
the soul of the cosmos, and her three daughters as the three powers of 
this soul which pertain to what is ordained by fate. However, he calls 
her Necessity not because she inflicts violence on nature or on reason, 
but because she preserves everything within that realm which has been 
assigned to her by the Creator and because she does not allow anyone 
to transgress its laws so far that the transgressor cannot speedily return 
to those laws. 

Plato locates the heavens at her knees, that is, at her lowest part, to 
indicate the great ease with which she fully and freely enjoys all the 
while the bliss of contemplation. But he gives three names to this life- 
giving part of Necessity: Lachesis, because she is heavy with the seeds 
of creation and with the lots and forms of lives which she proffers to 
the souls as they are about to descend; Clotho, because, with her 
thread, she spins the lots into the act of living and puts them into 
effect; and Atropos, because she preserves and guards those lives which 
have now been unwound into action, as they move inexorably towards 
their inevitable end. 

Some give the name Vesta to the first, Minerva to the second, and 
Mars or Martia to the third. 
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Then when Plato says that the Fates sing to the harmonious 
movements of the Sirens, understand him to mean that the powers 
of the Fates take effect through the movements and influences of 
the heavens. The thrones of Necessity and her daughters indicate the 
inflexible nature of the thread of fate, as if the movements of 
the movable are necessarily ruled and ordered by the immobility 
of the mover. 

But the equal intervals between the thrones clearly show that a just 
distribution is made among the Fates and through the Fates. The white 
robes of the Fates indicate a nature that is both pure and blameless; 
for their nature, depending as it does on the supremely good Ruler of 
the universe, never does ill to the universe. Their garlands signify their 
authority. Their singing, through the intervening periods of time, 
shows how they arrange all things with that harmony with which the 
divine mind, through immediate observation, ordains all things to be 
governed in due season. Hence it comes about that the Fates all sing of 
particular times. 

But why does Lachesis sing of the past, Clotho of the present, and 
Atropos of the future? Let Proclus answer. He says that the three times 
are considered to be in the past, for what is now past is said to have 
been present at some time, and before it was present it was future. 
In the present, the present itself is considered as future before it has 
been. In the future, the future alone is acknowledged. 

Then the characteristics of Lachesis are made known; Clotho holds 
the second place of honour; and Atropos holds the third. 

But why do the Fates turn the spheres with their hands, while their 
mother does not? This is because the lowest parts of that soul are more 
akin to the spheres than is the substance of that soul. Why, again, does 
Lachesis touch them with both hands? This is because the middle and 
the end are contained in the beginning. And why does Clotho take 
hold of the larger orbit from the outside and turn it with her right 
hand, while Atropos holds the smaller orbit from within and with her 
left hand? This is because the unfolding of life through its intermed¬ 
iate stages begins from an external cause, and the fuller it is the more 
prosperous it is, while the inevitable end arises from an inherent 
characteristic and finishes in restriction, as well as creeping up 
stealthily and, in most cases, against one’s wishes. 

But when Plato says that the Fates touch the heavens from time to 
time, you are not to think that the fateful powers of the world-soul 
rule worldly matters on some occasions and do not rule them on other 
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occasions, for if there is changeability within fate, whose characteristic 
is immutability itself, it will be impossible to imagine anything that is 
unchanging. Plato, therefore, depicting divine functions in a human 
way and with human language, wishes to suggest that the Fates handle 
some matters and not others. 

This is because the power of the world soul, being firmly based on 
the excellence of its own integrity, applies its action to the things that 
need to be governed, and while doing this it does not combine with 
anything else; it is also because the Fates reveal a temporal alternation 
in their works, and any intervals which they are said to have in their 
operations are shown in the effects and not in the Fates themselves; 
and finally, because Plato is dealing with natural things he does not 
touch upon things that are higher than nature, for he does not deal 
with those things which pertain to pure, free reason or to the divine 
intelligence, since such things are related in a wondrous arrangement 
to the sublime providence of God, which is higher than heavenly Fate. 

The Statesman likewise declares that the affairs of the world are 
governed sometimes by Fate and sometimes by Providence, not 
because such a change occurs through some intermittent alternation of 
the times but because every day some things occur under Fate and 
some are ordered by the laws of Providence, which are higher than the 
sequence of the events ordained by Fate. 

Moreover, our souls are at times wholly within the embrace of 
Providence, at times directly within the scope of Fate, and at times in 
both simultaneously. For when they live only with the mind that is 
unhampered and contemplative, they live only in Providence and with 
total freedom; but when they live in the life-giving part, then the 
inclination towards this body and towards imagination grows strong 
and spreads, they tend downwards towards Fate, and thus they fall 
away from freedom. Yet while they are conjoined to the composite 
body, they sink into the very destiny of this body and retain almost 
nothing of their former freedom. In short, after they have gathered 
the bodily dispositions together into a constitution, they are now 
completely overwhelmed by Fate and deprived of all freedom. 

It will be asked here why souls seem to move towards Lachesis 
through some natural impulse. There is no doubt that, within nature 
as a whole, bodily instruments are the seed-forms of all species, ready 
to germinate not only with particular forms and in particular ways but 
also in due season. Indeed, within each specific nature and the nature 
of every species there is a similar seed arrangement designed to 
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propagate and preserve the individual species. Within every individual 
of the same species there are similar potentials and inclinations to 
produce specific things in the appropriate ways and at the appropriate 
times. These three natures are henceforth so disposed that the 
individual follows the species, and the species follows the genus, with 
the result that, in most cases, that which is of the nature of the one is 
of the others too, and any particular nature accords with the general 
nature. 

On exactly the same principle is Fate, that is, a template for the 
development of creation within the soul of the world, within the souls 
of the twelve spheres, within the souls of the constellations, and 
within, as it were, particular souls, numbered among which are the 
human souls. Within the life-giving power of our soul there is, 
therefore, some specific fate and a coiled-up series of future events 
which accords in shape, manner, and time with the fates of the heav¬ 
enly souls and of the world soul. 

Thus, just as the shoot of every plant, sprouting into specific shapes 
in its own season, seems to concur spontaneously with the universal 
nature of springtime, which calls it forth, so souls by their own nature 
and their own fate manifest specific lives at favourable times when 
universal Fate sends out such a summons, so that the chorus of souls, 
with its figures of dance and the diverse forms of its different dances, 
reflects the song and speech uttered by Fate. I should prefer the song 
to be understood to be within the heavenly souls, the speech within 
the spheres, and the dance within us. 

Prompted by this impulse, souls reach Lachesis, at the beginning 
of life, to have their individual lots confirmed through the lots of 
Lachesis. They are thus confirmed through a prophet. ‘Prophet’ means 
two things here: the universal and primal influence of Providence 
upon the soul, and the opportuneness which provides that congruence 
whereby souls are borne to that to which they are borne by universal 
Fate. Therefore, when the prophet says that the souls are placed in 
order and that the lots are transferred to them by Lachesis, his mean¬ 
ing is that all these things are confirmed both through the goodwill of 
Providence and through the opportuneness of that congruence. 

And it was not beside the point to say that the Fates govern the 
universe with their hands, while the lots of the souls are received from 
the knees of Lachesis. For since the governing of the universe is more 
important than the disposition of souls, it is deemed to be effected by 
hands, while the disposition of souls is carried out with knees. Being 
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seated on a dais is a sign of authority and judgement. But between the 
lots of the lives and the examples the distinction seems to be that 
the lots pertain to the quickening powers, while the examples pertain 
to the imaginative powers, which exceed the quickening power but are 
at hand. 

Indeed, within this power, as soon as some of these seeds of the 
future life grow strong before others do, at the same time the forms 
and devices of a similar life rise up into the imagination, and the 
emotions are stirred, just as, within us, the sanguine disposition of 
the body is followed by a cheerful imagination, the choleric disposition 
by a wrathful imagination, the melancholic disposition by a sad 
imagination, and the fertile disposition by a licentious imagination. 
This is as far as the necessity of fate reaches. 

But reason is higher than imagination and is characterised by 
ratiocination, deliberation, and choice, and this is why free movement 
towards both, acquiring the configurations and dispositions of the 
imagination, can equally approve and disapprove of the plan for such a 
life. And this is why he says that virtue is exempt from fate, while 
blame for the choice of a worse life lies with the chooser and not with 
fate. For although it is initially in accordance with fate that a new life is 
chosen in general and in particular, it is from one’s own deliberation 
that this life or that life is actually selected. Indeed, if reason based on 
examination rejects the first form of living that is presented by the 
imagination to the eye of reason, another and a better life will imme¬ 
diately appear, followed by yet another. This is why this inspiration of 
Providence is called prophetic, for by some illumination of the judge¬ 
ment it informs reason that it has the freedom to deliberate and to 
choose and it shows the main consequences of a heedless choice. 

It is also stated that a prophet pours out the lots and presents 
examples of living, not only because the influx of divine Providence 
sanctions to some extent the workings of fate but also because it 
presents, for reason to examine and judge, the lots ordained by fate and 
the examples arising from fate. But when the herald announces that 
souls are ‘of a day’, he is declaring that they are there for an unbroken 
day and that the life which they esteem so highly is but a day and a 
night. He adds that a new cycle will begin, in order to disclose the 
mystery of the souls moving from heaven to earth and back from earth 
to heaven. 

He says that the human race is not only mortal, but, in order that 
souls may have a presentiment of their own ills, he adds that it also 
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carries death, as if he were saying that the life of the body is the death 
of the soul. He then announces beforehand that, although reason is 
free from the beginning in the choice of life, once it has made its 
choice it is no longer free to reject what it has chosen; and yet it will be 
free at times to order and modify it in various ways, whatever kind of 
life it may be. 

If you ask why the souls of men choose various lives, some people 
will reply that the differences in the natures of souls are governed by 
types, and others will say that they are individual and even personal, 
adding that many differences are derived from the diversity of the 
previous life. Plotinus strongly supports this view and fully harmon¬ 
ises it with what follows. 

And so the souls that choose a life are immediately allotted a 
daemon as the guide for the life they have chosen. We have spoken 
a great deal about this elsewhere. Here let us make the following 
distinctions. The followers of Plato consider that some gods are out¬ 
side the world, minds detached from the body, such as the intellectual 
spheres, worshipping the one God as their immovable centre and their 
unshakeable unity. They call others the world-gods, transcending 
divine worship and being favourably disposed to the turning spheres 
of the world. Below these are the daemons, ministers in the arrange¬ 
ment and composition of those things which come into being either 
within a type, or within the spheres, or even outside the spheres. They 
say, therefore, that there are as many kinds of daemons as there are 
powers within the world-gods, the leaders of the daemons. But in 
truth, within each of the world-gods, the unity of its substance, the 
link with divine unity, is the highest element. 

After this comes the intellect, which observes all things simultan¬ 
eously and through which the angelic minds are made available. Next 
there is reason, which extends by a sort of forward movement and is a 
particular property of such souls. Then there is a kind of imagination 
which moves through particular forms, just as reason moves through 
universal forms. Next comes the nature, both quickening and moving, 
of the life-giving sphere. 

To complement these five powers there are reckoned to be five 
kinds of daemons. Of these, the celestial daemons fittingly accompany 
the unity of the world-gods, while the ethereal or fiery daemons 
accompany the intelligence of these gods, the airy daemons accompany 
their reason, the watery daemons their imagination, and the earthy 
daemons the nature which, within the gods, we have called life-giving. 
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Below these the followers of Orpheus place the subterranean 
daemons, which are related through the lowest order to the bodies of 
the world-gods and which are the avengers of crimes. Plato seems to 
have spoken of them here. 

If you ask which daemons in particular are the guides of the souls 
which are coming down into bodies, the answer will be that they are 
not the heavenly ones or the fiery ones, for these, being higher, do not 
bring the souls down but take them back. Again, they are not the 
watery daemons or the earthy ones, for these, being the producers of 
the lowest creation, do not lead the soul on the journey mapped out by 
fate but hurl the soul down into the chasms of fate. The airy daemons 
thus remain as the intermediate guides through the intermediate 
realms, the companions of divine reason leading human reason along 
this journey. 

Different daemons of this kind guide different souls: the daemons 
of Saturn guide Saturnian souls, those of Mars guide Martian souls, 
and so on, each daemon corresponding to each soul in mental dispos¬ 
ition, providence, and fate, and particularly in relation to the form of 
the life that has been chosen. 

Then, with this daemon as the guide of life, the souls now approach 
the three Fates, which they had merely glimpsed previously, and thus, 
with the establishment of the daemon as the executor of the whole 
sequence, and with the gradual preponderance of the physical dispos¬ 
ition, they finally move past the three Fates to the mother of the Fates. 
This is Necessity herself, whose influence they now experience. 

Then the movement of the souls through scorching heat has three 
possible meanings: firstly, that the ardour of physical love is growing, 
and at the same time care and anxiety are increasing; secondly, that 
they are moving down from heaven through the sphere of fire; and 
thirdly, that the agency of natural warmth is needed to give life to the 
earthly body. But since it is through excessive care for earthly matters 
that matters celestial are consigned to oblivion, and since it is through 
oblivion that barrenness replaces fertility, they soon go down into the 
barren plain of Lethe or oblivion. 

And because they cherish mortal things and thus cease to care for 
things eternal, a situation which produces oblivion and deprivation, he 
says that the souls of the plain of Lethe go right down to the River 
Amelita, which is the lowest level of heedlessness, and there they lie 
down at night, which means that they are laid prostrate through being 
cut off from the divine light. 
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But what is the meaning of the statement that the waters of Amelita 
cannot be held by any vessel? This is, in fact, a poetical metaphor to 
show that base matter, which is called a river, flows and surges unend¬ 
ingly through all forms. It also shows the defect of oblivion, which is 
to retain nothing but allow everything to drain away immediately It 
further shows that there is no external support which can prevent the 
soul from perishing through its own heedlessness. That it is necessary, 
moreover, to drink from the river of oblivion is clear, because it has 
been so decreed by the nature of the individual, by fate in general, and 
by Providence. But whether a soul drinks more of the water or less 
depends on how inclined it is towards the body, and this is why there 
is more oblivion or less, more power of recollection or less. 

Let there be no doubt that the soul experiences these mental 
dispositions when it is within a body that is made of the thicker air at 
a higher level and before it is enclosed by the womb of an earthly 
mother. For the downward journey from heavenly to earthly bodies 
passes not only through the airy element but also through an airy body. 
Plato adds that the soul sleeps in this airy body until the middle of 
the night, thereby indicating that in the earthly body the night of 
ignorance will be total and not partial. The sleep itself indicates 
both the obstruction to reason and the erroneous nature of the soul’s 
judgement. 

Finally, he says that the souls find their way into an earthly embryo 
at a time of thunder and earthquake. I believe he has two reasons for 
saying this: firstly, to show that they enter this dungeon under 
unfavourable auspices; and secondly, to show that strong movements, 
both celestial and earthly, need to combine in order to force the divine 
soul into such a foul prison-house. But their shooting upwards, like 
stars, towards their birth goes beyond a poetical figure by suggesting 
that the souls are somehow stellar and that they will eventually return 
to the stars. 

However, the fact that Plato presents such a laughable tale, just like 
those spun by old women, about the transmigration of souls into the 
bodies of animals reminds us that the whole account needs to be 
expounded allegorically, with the explanation that rational souls do not 
transmigrate into the lives of brutes, but into a brutish life, that is, into 
a life similar to that of a brute; and the converse is also true. This is the 
understanding that is fully accepted by all the followers of Plato, with 
the exception of Plotinus. And Origen, in his books Against Celsns, 
seems to confirm this view. 
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However, to prevent you from being heedless of the moral prin¬ 
ciples, the expertise of right choice needs to be given precedence over 
all other matters and skills. Moreover, so many things have been pre¬ 
sented here about the beauty and power of the spheres that we may 
consider that justice will win a great prize in heaven and that it will 
lead most surely to the best way of conducting one’s life. 

Yet you will now say, magnanimous Lorenzo, that you have received 
from Marsilio Ficino a commentary rather than a summary. Let there 
be no doubt that I consider that it has been worthwhile and that it will 
remain worthwhile for me to have provided a commentary where I 
had promised a summary. 



